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In case no one’s told you: you're so pretty when you cry. 
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Author's Note 


Ty his book is a dark romance. There are many scenes of 
graphic violence and sexual content. The hero of this 
book is a straight-up bad dude. Not morally gray with a 
heart of gold, just bad. If you’ve read my Taken series, this 
book is vastly different, especially in the amount of ~spice~ 
and type of spice, including several dubcon scenes (for a 
complete list of content included, please visit 
SummerOtoole.com/MakeMeContent). 

This book will not be for everyone, and please for the love 
of God, if you Know me in real life, don’t read. But if you do, 
remember this is a work of fiction. 

Dark romance is an incredible, beautiful, gritty way of 
Storytelling that people enjoy for many different reasons. 
Reading and writing about something does not mean you 
condone it in real life. If that were true, Stephen King should 
have been locked up long ago. 


Please also note that this is not meant to accurately 
represent safe sex or kink. 
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Playlist 


K << an eye out for footnotes to pair specific scenes to 
the songs that inspired them. I’d recommend playing 
the suggested song on repeat until the end of the chapter or 
ornamental break. If reading on a Kindle, you can tap the 
numbered superscript and it will show you the footnotes 
without loosing your page. You can listen to the full playlist 
at SummerOtoole.com/Playlists 


The End—Kings of Leon 
like that—Bea Miller 
Psycho—VOSTOK 
Devil—Niykee Heaton 
Bow - Slowed—Reyn Hartley 
Penny Lover—Lionel Richie 
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Thing of Beauty—Danger Twins 
Flames—Donzell Taggart 
Suffer—Hurts 


Chainsmoking—Jacob Banks 
| Feel Like I’m Drowning—Two Feet 
Tick Tick Boom (feat.BygTwo3)—Sage The Gemini, 
BygIwo3 
AirplaneMode—BONES 
Look After You—The Fray 
Heat—L.A. Rose 
Power—Kevin Gates, Dermot Kennedy 
San Pedro Rising - Soohan Remix—Kaya Project, SOOHAN 
Boom—iBenji, Talabun 
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For Tonight—Giveon 
Ruin My Life—Zara Larsson 
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Prologue 


Two weeks earlier 


There wasn’t anything particular about the bartender that 
sealed her fate. She suited his needs, and that was enough. 
Her hair was a dirty blonde—he would have preferred it 
brighter—but she carried herself with the same aggravating 
sense of entitlement that pretty bitches like her always had. 

If anybody discovered his little side hobby, they might try 
to blame it on mommy issues or a girl that once broke his 
heart. But none of that was true. He was just born this way. 
He wasn’t a stranger to violence. In fact, his days were filled 
with it. 

But nothing compared to being the perpetrator of said 
violence. To be the one that held the knife when your fist hit 
their body because you plunged the blade all the way to the 
hilt. It took quite a lot of force to stab someone so deeply 
and thoroughly. Humans aren’t fragile creatures. Weak and 
pathetic maybe, but not fragile. 


She always walked home after work, even when she got 
off at two a.m., which was exceptionally stupid. Doesn’t she 
know there’s a serial killer on the loose? 

June Harbor wasn’t a_ high-crime city. Sure, crime 
happened, but it was often isolated to the criminals who'd 
brought it on themselves. Which was why his first two 
murders sent the bayside city into such a tizzy. The city had 
mandated a midnight curfew, but Phantom Nightclub had 
never cared much for what the government told them to do. 

The police were being hounded by the press, who wanted 
to know if it was the work of a serial killer, but they wouldn’t 
Say anything definitive until there were three kills. He’d 
diligently kept up with every shred of news that mentioned 
the murders, though most articles were filled with “no new 
suspects” and “no comment” statements from officials. 

He followed her from a safe distance until she was at least 
five blocks away from the nightclub. He didn’t want to make 
the connection obvious by killing her too close. Of course, 
the police would find the connection eventually, but it could 
be waved off as circumstantial. 

The closer she got to the alley, the more his hands tingled 
with anticipation. His hand wrapped tightly around the 
handle of the knife in his pocket. He scanned his 
surroundings from under his dark hood as he stealthily 
closed the distance between them. His blood pumped with 
vigor aS he snuck up behind her and shoved her into the 
alley, an inked hand wrapped tightly around her mouth. 


He easily carried her wriggling form behind a dumpster. 
He noted how he always seemed to be infused with 
Superhuman strength when he made his kills. Adrenaline. 
What an interesting thing. The adrenaline coursing through 
the blonde bartender, that made her writhe and fight his 
hold, was the exact same thing that gave his muscles the 
boost to overpower her. 

His cock hardened when he threw her to the ground. Her 
face twisted in pain as her head crashed into the gravel. 
Before she could scream—now that his hand was no longer 
covering her mouth—he buried his blade into the supple 
Skin of her neck, effectively drowning out her cries for help 
as her airway filled with blood. 

The next morning the June Harbor Chronicle announced 
that the police were officially investigating the string of 
recent murders as the work of a serial killer. 

They called him the June Harbor Slayer. 
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Slain 


Harlow 


| ais 
“June Harbor Slayer strikes again, slain local 
dancer makes victim #4” 

The corners of the newspaper flutter as it settles on the 
cold, metal table, the fluorescent lights flickering across the 
big, black letters. My stomach churns as | read the bolded 
headline again: /une Harbor Slayer strikes again, slain local 
dancer makes victim #4. 

“Anything else you want to tell us?” | ignore the 
detective’s question the same way the newspaper ignored 
the fact that Beth wasn’t just a dancer. She was a friend, a 
sister, a daughter. She didn’t just dance at night, she also 
got iced coffee every morning—no matter the weather— 
from her favorite cafe where the baristas knew the exact 
milk-to-coffee ratio she liked. The police predict a serial 
killer, but Beth had liked to predict when a red light would 
turn green, and any time her countdown was right, she 


squealed and slammed on the accelerator while saying, “It’s 
my time to shine!” 

Shine. 

She shined in everything she did. Whether it was 
painstakingly picking the perfect avocados or calling her 
grandmother religiously every Sunday. 

“Miss Hargrave, there’s a serial killer out there, and you’re 
the only living witness. You need to help us help your 
friend.” 

“Shut up,” | mumble on a shaky exhale as | make eye 
contact with the black-and-white Beth staring back at me 
from the paper. 

“Excuse me?” The detective’s voice is strained, like he’s 
struggling to stay calm. 

“Shut up,” | repeat quietly. 

“Miss Hargrave—“ 

“Shut up!” | erupt. | stand abruptly, my chair slamming 
back into the concrete wall of the interrogation room. The 
sound is loud and jarring in the small space. 

I’m louder. 

“Shut up!” | yell again, and shove the paper off the table, 
the leaves littering the floor. 

“Shut up!” Like a broken record with a defective volume 
dial, | keep yelling louder and louder. 

The door bursts open, and two uniformed cops rush in and 
shove me against the wall. 

“Calm down.” 


“Stop resisting.” Their orders are nothing but white noise, 
like the grotesque buzzing from the fluorescent lights 
casting the sterile room in a sickly artificial glow. 

“Shut up!” 

“Calm down.” 

“Stop resisting.” I’m not resisting. My cheek is pressed 
hard against the wall, and two strong sets of hands hold me 
still. 

“Just shut the fuck up.” My blood whooshes in my ear as | 
pant in their grip. 

“It’s okay, let her go.” The detective, a white man named 
Liam or Smith or something, speaks calmly despite the 
escalating tension pulsing in the concrete room. 

The unis hesitate but release their hold, and | step away 
from the wall to face Detective Something-or-other. “Stop 
talking like | don’t want to help you. Like | don’t care that 
my best friend was gutted like a fish. Stop treating me like 
I’m withholding information. Stop. Just stop—“ | can’t hold 
myself up any longer and collapse onto the floor, drawing 
my knees to my chest. 

“| don’t know how long I’ve been here, but obviously it’s 
been long enough for the fucking paper to be written and 
printed. I’ve told you ad nauseam everything | remember. | 
haven't slept or eaten in what feels like days, and my best 
friend was just murdered. So, please, just shut the fuck up.” 

He crouches down to my level, and | reluctantly part my 
fingers covering my face. “You're right, none of us can 


possibly understand what you’re feeling right now. And | 
apologize for pushing you like this. | wish there were 
another way, but right now that sick bastard has killed four 
women, and you’re our best bet of catching him before four 
becomes five. So, please just one more time: What 
happened last night? Start at the beginning.” 


“Thanks, Dex.” Beth smiles at the giant bouncer and has 
to stretch on her tiptoes to press a kiss on his cheek. 
Peaches’ signature scent of cologne and sweat wafts out of 
the strip club’s door. 

“That’s what I’m here for, Beauty.” Beth’s stage name is 
fitting, her platinum bob framing her perfectly sweet, but 
beautiful, features. She reminds me of Tinkerbell, even in 
her bubblegum-pink sweat suit that’s covering her sparkly 
stage clothes. 

“Doug again?” | ask, linking my arm with hers as we wave 
to Dexter and walk away from the club. She nervously 
twiddles the gold chain around her neck, thumbing the gold 
letters that spell out her stage name. | got it for her birthday 
last year, and she wears it every day. 

“Yeah, occupational hazard.” She sighs and forces a smile. 
She started working at Peaches almost five years ago. | 
know she loves dancing and most of her regular customers, 
but there’s always a handful of creeps that can sour an 
entire evening. 


“And this Doug, you’ve never seen him? Has she ever 
described him? Tall, short, Black, white?” 

“He has a small dick.” | lean my elbows on the table and 
stuff a handful of chips into my mouth—they finally 
conceded to bringing me something from the vending 
machine. 

“What?” The detective pauses whatever he’s scribbling on 
his notepad and looks up at me. 

“Dick. Pecker. Phallus. Willy. Coc—“ 

“| know what a goddamn dick is. 


” 


His knuckles whiten 
around his pen. 

“Right. Well, that’s how he got his ‘name.’” | use air 
quotes because it’s not really his name. “Beth gave him a 
private dance and he whipped it out—which they’re not 
allowed to do, by the way.” Beth strictly danced, not that 
there would be anything wrong with servicing her clients in 
other ways, but | knew the police would care ten times less 
if they thought she was a hooker. 

“And she said it was the tiniest thing she’d ever seen, so 
She started calling him Unhung Doug—she_ couldn’t 
remember his real name.” 

“Hold up.” The detective’s sidekick, Officer Quincy—I 
actually remember because it was my childhood dog’s name 
—pipes up from the corner he’s been silently observing 
from. He’s been hitting me with stares that | think he thinks 
are intimidating, but really it just looks like he’s holding 
back a fart. “Doug isn’t even his real name?” 


“It’s fine, we'll find it out,” Mr. Detective says, holding out 
a hand to silence his partner while keeping his eyes trained 
on me. “What happened next?” 


“Thanks for picking me up, Low.” She usually gets a ride 
home from another dancer. Beth gives me a weak smile, 
and | can tell she’s exhausted because she hasn’t bothered 
to take off her makeup, which she always does before 
leaving. That, or she just really wanted to get out of there. | 
can’t blame her. 

“Why do they keep letting him in?” The managers are 
usually very good about blacklisting problematic customers, 
so I’m surprised this asshole is even getting chances to 
harass her. 

“They don’t. He keeps sneaking in. | don’t know how, but 
it’s getting real old.” She crosses her arms against her chest 
defensively as if still trying to cover herself from his 
unwanted advances. Her light-brown eyes seem to absorb 
the cool darkness of the night air as they scan the club’s 
parking lot for my car. 

“Times like this | bet you miss your big, Russian 
bodyguards,” | laugh. 

“I like my independence more.” 

Beth and | have been friends since kindergarten, and in 
that time she’s had various security-type people following 
her around. | remember thinking she was a princess when | 
was young because all she would say about her bodyguards 


was “My grandpa is an important person in Russia.” / 
assumed that was code for king. 

| met him when | was ten years old, and he definitely 
didn’t seem like a king. He was just like any old grandpa. My 
current theory is that he Is a nuclear scientist and knows all 
of Russia’s military secrets. 

Her family gave her an ultimatum when she _ started 
dancing. They weren’t going to keep paying for her security 
detail or her luxury condo if she insisted on putting herself 
in seedy situations. 

She obviously chose dancing. And a small, shitty 
apartment with me. 

An unsettling chill sends bumps down my arms. She calls 
it an occupational hazard, but what if he’s out here right 
now, lurking like a skeevy shadow behind one of the many 
cars filling the lot? 

It’s funny, you’d think a strip club’s parking lot would be 
filled with muffle-less muscle cars that roar as they putter 
into their spot. Or old Cadillacs jacked up on oversized tires 
with spinning rims and thumping bass. 

Instead, it’s packed with mid-grade SUVs and simple 
sedans. Decals for the local golf course and “my student is 
on the honor roll” stickers. Bird shit splattered on their 
windshields and “wish my wife was this dirty” smudged into 
layers of dirt. 

So painfully average. | can almost hear their wife on the 
other end of a phone asking if he picked up that milk she 


asked for and his shoddy lie about being at a stoplight with 
one of those kids blasting that crappy rap music. 

“I’m parked at the theater.” | nod over my shoulder, and 
she follows me to the alley that cuts between the club and 
the neighboring movie theater. At nearly eleven on a 
Wednesday night, their lot had available spaces. 

“I just threw my keys in here, how are they already buried 
at the bottom?” | pause to rifle through my bag for my car 
keys while Beth keeps walking toward my car in the near- 
empty lot. “And this is how you get murdered,” | mutter to 
myself with a laugh, remembering a self-defense lesson in 
high school PE where the instructor told us to always have 
our keys ready as you approach your vehicle. 

The sound of a zooming car, muffler rumbling, covers 
Beth’s shout. | look up at the indistinguishable sound, and 
she’s yelling again with wide, panicked eyes, “Run!” 

| only make it a few steps when the sharp, burning zing 
spreads like wildfire from my back to my limbs, immobilizing 
me. | go down on the wet pavement, my head sounding like 
a crushed melon as it breaks my fall. The last thing | see 
before the humming blackness takes me is Beth pedaling 
backward with a scream that | can’t separate from the 
ringing in my head. She hits the side of my car, nowhere 
else to go as a black figure cages her in. Her bright-pink 
jJumpsultt is like a burst of light amidst the dark. 


Officer Quincy wordlessly hands me a crumpled napkin, 
and | begrudgingly take it to wipe my eyes. You’d think | 
would have drained myself of tears at this point, but 
apparently not. | have reason to be crying, | Know that. | just 
witnessed my best friend get murdered by a serial killer. 
Survivor’s guilt doesn’t even begin to explain. this 
overbearing, crushing pain fracturing my bones and soul. 
Yet | still hate crying in front of these men. 

Their patronizing tone when they suggest a break is the 
reason why. | want this to be over. | want to be out of this 
concrete hellscape, and if I’m crying, I’m not talking. And if 
I’m not talking, I’m not answering their questions. And if I’m 
not answering their questions, then I’m not going home. 

Home. 

The apartment | shared with Beth. 

Fuck. 

“No, I’m fine. Let’s keep going so | can get the hell out of 
here.” | swallow the rising knot in my throat and shrug back 
any remaining tears. 

“Okay. At what point did you come to?” 

A shiver runs down my spine as | remember the grisly 
sight. “He was crouching over her and...and stabbing her... 
repeatedly.” 

“Who was it, Miss Hargrave? Was it this Doug character?” 
The detective leans forward, his palms flat on the metal 
table. His eyes are glowing with a determined fire. For the 
briefest moment, | have the passing—and extremely 


inappropriate—thought that he’s shockingly attractive. A 
Square, handsome jaw, like Superman or a small town’s star 
quarterback. Where the hell did that come from? |’'m 
officially delirious. 

It takes me a second to even remember his question. 
“No...| don’t know...maybe. | don’t Know what Doug looks 
like.” He tenses at my answer, his fingers whitening again 
on the table, and his jaw ticks. 

“But if you knew what Doug looked like, could you identify 
him? You saw his face?” There’s a slight rush to his words, 
and he pulls out the chair opposite me and sits. Quincy 
steps closer too, though he’s worse at hiding the clear 
anticipation on his face. 

“No. | already told you. | didn’t see his face. | didn’t see 
anything. And all | know about Doug is he is some old creep, 
which doesn’t exactly narrow down suspects.” The last word 
is scratchy and cracked as I’m reminded how utterly useless 
lam. My best friend was slaughtered—s/a/n—right in front of 
me, and | can’t tell the police a damn thing. Quincy’s face 
falls to an uncomfortable grimace when my voice cracks. 
You'd think the police would be used to dealing with crying 
people. He needs to work on his poker face. 

The detective runs a hand over his mouth and chin with a 
sigh, leaning back in the chair. His intense blue eyes have 
softened when he starts talking again. “You saw something. 
That’s why we are driving you mad going over this again.” 
He forces a laugh, but it’s dry and weak. “Your memory is 


Sharpest right after the incident. And believe it or not, 
you've given us a lot already.” 

He reaches forward to place a hand on mine, and | don’t 
like how soothing it is. “If we find this son of a bitch, it’s 
going to be because of you. We will get justice for your 
friend because of you.“ | rub my chest with my other hand 
like his words, his reassurance that | am helping, is a salve 
for my splintering heart. 

| can do this. 

| will do this. 

For Beth. 

“Can you take a deep breath with me?” His pretty eyes 
lock with mine and I’m shocked by the sincerity in them. | 
nod. “Alright. Breathe in...one...two...three.” My lungs 
stretch uncomfortably in my ribcage, like | haven’t taken a 
full breath in ages. “And out...one...two...three.” 

His eyes don’t leave mine the entire time, and when | 
finish my exhale, a soft smile is tugging at his lips. “Good.” | 
can’t help but smile back. Actually, | wouldn’t call it a smile. 
I’m just not scowling or crying anymore. 

“Close your eyes and think back. You come to and he’s 
attacking Beth. What do you see? Anything identifiable? 
Scars, tattoos?” 

My eyes slam open. 

Tattoos. 


It’s like slowly waking from a dream. The world comes into 
focus slowly and confusingly. There’re orange pools of light, 
dotted blurs of red. Street lamps. Passing cars. 

And black. Whirling black. The black pavement under me, 
the black haze still fading from my mind, my black car. And 
the black figure. 

Pink. But it’s not really pink anymore. 

It’s red. 

Red like blood. 

Beth! 

Everything sharpens with the realization, my surroundings 
coming into focus instantly. 

There’s a person—a man—standing crouched over Beth’s 
body, which is unmoving except for when he brings down 
his fist. Again and again. Making her body rattle from the 
impact and then the force it takes to pull the knife—not fist 
—from her torso. 

| scream, but nothing comes out. Beth’s head rolls to the 
side, and we’re face to face. | scream and scream at her 
lifeless eyes staring back at me. | scream until my voice 
must be hoarse, but | realize with horror that my mouth 
never opened. | reach for her, but again, my hand doesn’t 
move. It’s like giving commands to a body not my own. No 
matter how desperately | demand my body to move, it 
doesn’t. I’m frozen in this nightmare. 

A fox’s face catches my eye, a snake caught in its jaws. 
It’s like something out of a fairy tale. Suddenly, it all makes 


sense: The paralysis, the soundless screams. I’m dreaming. 

A siren blares in the distance, but | don’t wake up. 
Because this isn’t a dream, and that thing Is a tattoo on the 
attacker’s hand. Every other visible part of him is covered in 
black fabric. He freezes at the sound of the sirens. The fox 
on his hand stares back at me. The pause Is short, barely a 
few seconds, until he’s Jumping upright and bolting away. 
His black shape disappears into the dark expanse of the 
parking lot. 


Officer Quincy slaps the detective on the back, glee 
painted across his face, and they exchange a knowing look. 

A stampede of excitement rushes through me. Do they 
know the tattoo | just described? 

“Quincy, | have Barnes looking into him already. Go see 
what he has.” The officer practically skips out of the room 
and the detective turns to me. “Good work.” And the 
straight-A, overachieving perfectionist in me melts a little at 
his praise. That’s one thing about having a hyper-successful 
mother with sky-high expectations, you'll do just about 
anything to hear “job well done.” 

“What’s your name?” | ask while we wait. 

He laughs. “Wow. | really made a good first impression, 
huh? Detective Saxon.” | don’t know why, but it hurts that 
he only told me his title. “Or just Leo.” 

Leo. 


| warm slightly, but then jump when Quincy slams the 
door open. He doesn’t look even an ounce as excited as he 
was when he left, and my heart sinks. He looks at me 
apologetically, then his expression becomes stony as he 
turns to Leo and shakes his head. 

“Is it ironclad?” Leo stands up, fists clenching at his sides. 
My gaze ping-pongs between them, heart thumping while 
waiting for an answer. 

“Airtight.” | assume they’re talking about an alibi—l’ve 
heard those words thrown around in my crime shows plenty 
of times before. The small balloon of hope I'd felt just 
minutes before pops sharply and painfully. 

“Fuck!” Leo roars. | jolt back as he slams his fist onto the 
table. It’s almost like he’s startled himself with how quickly 
he jumps back into his calm, all-American charm. | must 
look terrified because he speaks to me like a scared animal. 
“I’m sorry. But we’re gonna need a hell of a lot more than a 
hazy recollection from a likely concussed witness.” He rubs 
his knuckles that | notice are already coloring with a faint 
bruise. 

| understand his outburst. If all the events of the last 
twenty-four hours didn’t drain me of all my energy, | would 
be pounding the table until my knuckles were black and 
blue too. 

“So what now?” | can feel the tears welling again in my 
eyes. 

“Now? Now, you’re free to go, Miss Hargrave.” 
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All By Myself 


wake up with a pillow covering my head. ! It’s been two 
weeks since Beth’s death and my subconscious still 
hasn’t broken the habit. Because Beth typically came home 
from Peaches in the early morning hours, Il’d buffer the 
sound of her arrival with a pillow. | did it so often that | 
eventually started doing it in the middle of my sleep without 
conscious thought. 

| push the pillow off with a sour taste in my mouth. I’m hot 
and sweaty under my comforter, the noon sun streaming 
through the windowpane like it’s a goddamn magnifying 
glass. 

l’ve always been a morning person. I’m that annoying 
person on vacation that pops out of bed at the ass-crack of 
dawn insisting we go for a sunrise hike. But since the 
nightmares started, I’ve been taking sleeping pills to get 
any semblance of peace, and they keep me knocked out 
until well past noon. 


It feels irrelevant, what time | wake up. Especially since 
I’ve canceled all my freelance writing projects, | have 
literally nothing to wake up for. Time feels like one 
continuous blur in fast motion, but also as if it’s stopped 
moving completely and will only start back up when justice 
is served. 

| hardly remember her funeral. There were purple flowers, 
| remember that. She would have liked them. But not much 
else. | guess my traumatized brain decided to black out or 
Suppress that memory, but not the one that haunts me 
every night in my dreams. 

Pools of yellow. Blurred brake lights in red. Black. And the 
stabbing. 

It never ends. The stabbing. 

Even when her glassy, empty eyes fall to mine, the siren 
never comes and the stabbing never stops. 

Bile crawls up my throat at the thought of the images | 
can’t get rid of. I’d drink a gallon of bleach if it could scrub 
my mind clean. Instead, | pick up the pillow and scream into 
it until my breath runs out. 

The growl from the hollow pit of my stomach is the only 
reason | get up and shuffle to my bedroom door. Our—my— 
apartment is small, the dated kitchen opening up to the 
cramped-but-cozy living space. Well, it was much cozier 
when the numerous house plants were alive and green. 
Without Beth, and my lack of ability to care about 


something as trivial as plants, half of them are shriveled and 
brown. 

| step out of my room, and the putrid smell of whatever is 
rotting on the dirty dishes in my kitchen sink makes me gag. 
The trash can is overflowing with to-go containers, and | 
know for a fact that there is nothing edible in the fridge. My 
stomach doesn't care. It still rumbles even though | have 
nothing to satisfy it. 

| swear I'll get to that mound of dishes today. Just like | 
swore | would yesterday, and the day before that, and the 
day before that. | know | won’t, but it makes me feel better 
to pretend. And when just about everything reminds me of 
her and picks at the raw and bleeding wound still gaping in 
my heart, I’ll take anything | can get. 

The most blaring reminder is the black-and-yellow 
evidence tape strung across her bedroom door. The police 
went through it the day after her murder, and | haven’t gone 
in since. 

| can’t. 

It’s like some small, delightfully foolish recess of my mind 
thinks that if | don’t touch her things, she’ll come back to 
collect them. 

Beth’s family told me to take my time going through her 
belongings. They didn’t want to “disrupt my grieving by 
rushing the process.” 

“Whenever | was ready,” they said. 


What the fuck is that supposed to mean? I\t’s hard to 
believe | will ever be “ready” to face the fact that my best 
friend since fucking kindergarten is dead. 

Not just dead. Murdered. 

| wish they would care a little less about my grieving 
process and a little more about the fact that the cops are 
dragging their fucking feet. | don’t understand how they can 
just accept that the police have hit a dead end instead of 
rioting at the station every damn day. Because that’s what | 
want to do. 

I’ve already been escorted out three times. | was told that 
if | come back in the same manner, | would be arrested for 
harassment of a law enforcement officer. Apparently, they 
don’t like it much when you blow an air horn in the station, 
demanding updates on a case. 

Maybe if they were better at doing their fucking job... 

My lungs start seizing up, and | wheeze for air. 

The pounding in my chest intensifies, the panic attack 
seconds away from crashing down on me. | race the rest of 
the way to the bathroom and slam the shower faucet on, 
jumping in before the water has a chance to heat up. 

The cold water beats down on me as | slide down the tile 
wall, curling into a ball in the shower basin. 

| put all my energy into focusing on the icy assault, 
because if | don’t take my mind off that yellow-and-black 
tape covering the door and what lies behind it, I’m certain 
my heart will simply give out. 


“You like blue cheese? They got the best salad with this 
blue-cheese dressing. I’m not a salad man, but damn, I’d eat 
that by the truck load,” my cab driver says so animatedly 
that | am half-expecting him to park and come dine with me. 
| mentally groan at the thought. 

Choosing where and what to eat feels so insignificant and 
selfish. Beth is six feet under, and I’m torn between chow 
mein or pizza. Jesus Christ. 

It doesn’t help that every spot I’d usually go to is full of 
memories with Beth. I’ve taken to hailing a cab and telling 
the driver to take me to their favorite restaurant. If it’s one 
I’ve been to with Beth, | ask them to pick another. And since 
my car was taken for evidence and | never picked it up, it’s 
this or walking. Add that to the list of things that | don’t 
have the energy for. 

That’s how | find myself getting out of the cab in front of a 
pub-style restaurant while the driver is still rattling on about 
that damn blue-cheese dressing. 

The Fox’s Den. 

It’s written in gold, curly letters above windows with what 
look like velvet curtains partially drawn. The restaurant front 


is painted a sleek black. The bistro tables outside are full, 
and when | step inside, it’s just as packed. Looks like there 
are a lot of blue-cheese lovers out there. 

It has the same classic, rustic appeal of an old pub with a 
thick, wooden bar being the main feature, polished but still 
well worn. The tiered shelves of liquor bottles behind the bar 
seem to be lit up from the bottom to create a rainbow glow. 
And behind that is a gold-framed mirror. 

That’s where the decadence begins. Instead of flyers and 
concert bills pegged to the walls, several original, gorgeous 
paintings are hung. The paintings are abstract but elicit the 
feeling of a wooden countryside, the type of place a fox 
might make her den. 

There is a waiting area with red-leather benches, which is 
where the hostess directs me to wait for a table. | sit, feeling 
overwhelmed and underdressed. It’s not that people are 
dressed up per se, but they look like the kind of people that 
wash all their fruit as soon as they get home from the grocer 
and buy toilet paper before they’re down to the last roll. In 
Short, the kind of people who have their lives together. 

Which is certainly not me. 

| picked my outfit up off the floor and chose it solely 
because it passed the sniff test. | showered, but couldn’t be 
bothered to wash my hair, so it’s up in a sloppy bun—and 
not the chic kind. I’m wearing rubber slides with socks and 
thinking more and more that this is a mistake. 


Why couldn’t the driver have taken me to a hole-in-the- 
wall joint with greasy pizza and messy wings? 

I’m about to leave when a white man dressed in an all- 
black suit walks up to the hostess. He leans in to whisper 
something in her ear and, while doing so, places a hand on 
her bicep. 

As soon as | see it, it’s like being hit by a bus. | am so 
unsettled and shell-shocked that | stumble back a few steps, 
as if taking a physical blow. 

| am transfixed on the black-and-white fox tattoo staring 
back at me, the snake still dead as ever dangling from its 
mouth. | beg my feet to move, but | feel just as paralyzed as 
| did the first time | saw that exact tattoo. 

Frozen. Immobilized. 

The hostess laughs at something he—Beth’s killer—says, 
and it breaks me out of my trance. With every nerve in my 
body pounding with adrenaline, | walk out briskly. | try to 
keep my cool until | make it around the corner of the block, 
but | fail instantly. | sprint down the sidewalk. Rounding the 
corner, | throw my back against the nearest building. 
Panting, | look up at the blue sky while my lungs work to 
restore my breathing. 

Only for a moment. Then I’m scouring my bag for the 
business card Detective Saxon gave me. 

Shit. Shit. Shit. This fucking black hole of a bag! 

| sweep my hand around frantically before deciding to 
dump the whole thing out on the sidewalk. | sort through the 


crumbled receipts, pens, tampons, and miscellaneous junk 
until | find it. I’m still kneeling on the sidewalk surrounded 
by the contents of my bag when | call Leo. 

The phone rings and | gnaw on my inner cheek. Pick up, 
pick up, pick up. 

“Saxon,” his voice comes through, and my chest deflates 
in a big, relieved sigh. 

“It’s him. | saw him.” 


| hold the door open for a cop escorting a handcuffed man, 
the smell of alcohol coming off him in waves. Surprisingly— 
or not—the drunk is the only one of the pair to say thank 
you. | follow behind them, the police station lobby distinctly 
less busy than the last time | was here. The fluorescent 
lights and smell of Lysol are the same though. 

“Harlow Hargrave to see Detective Saxon,” | say to the 
female cop apparently on reception duty behind the glass 
partition. She snaps her gum and picks up the phone, 
pressing a couple of buttons. 

| tap my foot impatiently. Someone answers. | can’t hear 
them, but she mutters an “mhmm” before hanging up. 


“He'll be right out,” she says flatly, a look of pure 
boredom on her face. I’m nearly crawling out of my skin 
with nerves, and she shuffles around papers like she’d 
rather be anywhere else. If she knew why | am here, | bet 
she’d be much more enthused. 

| fucking found him. 

It’s him. | know it is. That tattoo is seared into my 
memory, haunts me every night, and it belongs to the man 
in the black suit. His height and build fit too. And apparently 
his penchant for all black. 

A hallway door opens and Leo steps out, quickly scanning 
the lobby. He’s dressed in a well-fitted pair of navy slacks 
and a simple, white button-up, and is still devilishly good 
looking. Shut up, | hiss at the messed-up part of my brain 
that is pointing out anything remotely sexual about this 
situation. 

“Leo.” | stand and wave. He smiles when he sees me. 

“Miss Hargrave, if you'd follow me please.” 

“If I’m going to call you Leo, you should probably call me 
Harlow.” | give him a side glance and a smirk. 

“Alright.” The corner of his mouth tugs up, and he gets an 
almost devious glint to his gaze that makes my stomach do 
funny things. “Harlow.” 

| trail slightly behind him as he leads me through the bull 
pen, noting the lean, but still toned, strokes of his shoulders. 
| take in the other detectives. Some are looking up at me 


curiously and others are nose deep in thick binders. A 
buzzing sort of excitement hums in the air. 

He shows me to a meeting room and closes the door. This 
room is different from the first interrogation room. For 
starters, there are actual windows on the walls, and the wall 
facing the bull pen is one big window. He must notice me 
looking because he says, “I can pull the blinds down if you’d 
be more comfortable.” 

“No, that’s okay.” He gestures to the small, round table in 
the center of the room and we both pull out chairs and sit. 
Another distinction is the carpeted floor. Our chairs pull out 
noiselessly on the low-pile carpet, instead of grating sharply 
as metal on concrete does. 

He pulls a recorder from his pocket, along with a small 
note pad and pen. He sets the recorder in the center of the 
table and clicks his pen. “You don’t mind if | record this, do 
you?” | shake my head, suddenly feeling nervous rather 
than excited. It all feels so ominous, a bad déja vu when he 
says, “Okay, tell me what happened. Start from the 
beginning.” 

| tell him everything from the moment | woke up. | leave 
out the part about living in a landfill. Detective Saxon strikes 
me as the type of person who keeps an immaculate home. | 
doubt I'd find a single speck of dust in his place. He’d be 
disgusted if he knew how | am living right now. And for some 
reason, | find myself caring about what he thinks of me. 

“And that’s when | called you,” | wrap up. 


“Did he see you?” Leo clicks his pen, and | sweep my shoe 
across the carpeted floor, swinging my legs. 

“| don’t think so.” 

He nods his head and wets his bottom lip—my gaze locks 
on the small movement—but he doesn’t say anything. Just 
nods and clicks his pen again with a pensive look. 

“So...? Are you going to arrest him or what?” | break the 
silence. 

He braces his forearms on the table and leans forward. He 
uses the same tone he used last time when he spoke to me 
like a trapped rabbit. “Here’s the thing, Harlow. The man 
you saw is Cash Fox. He owns Peaches and The Fox’s Den 
and various other establishments in the city.” That makes 
my skin scrawl. Knowing that a serial killer is living his life 
out in public without any shame, running businesses. He 
was Beth’s boss for Christ’s sake. 

“Isn't that good? He has a connection to Beth and the 
place of the crime.” My palms start sweating as Leo bites 
his lip, like he’s considering what he’s going to say next very 
carefully. 

“It’s all circumstantial. Yes, the connection is there. That’s 
why we were already looking into his alibi when you 
remembered the tattoo. So, we’re still stuck at the same 
place we were before.” 

“And what place is that?” My throat tightens up, and | beg 
myself not to cry. This conversation is going very differently 
than | thought it would. 


“You are still just a witness who thinks she saw something 
that an alibi proves is impossible.” | feel like I’m crashing 
from an epic high. All the nerves, adrenaline, excitement, 
anticipation, and elation of today drop suddenly and 
dramatically, leaving me in free fall. 

“What? No, there has to be something we can do. | saw 
him, Leo. | fucking saw him.” 

| was the one who lay aching and dazed on the pavement 
as my best friend was stabbed to death, unable to do 
anything. 

Nothing. | did nothing. 

Except commit every line and shading of that godforsaken 
tattoo to memory. 

“What's this alibi? It can’t be truthful. It’s him, it has to 
be.” | hate how desperate | sound, but | hate what Leo says 
next even more. 

“I’m not at liberty to discuss those details.” 

My body vibrates with rage. “Are you fucking kidding me?” 
| snap. “I have to relive the worst night of my life, and you 
‘aren’t at liberty to discuss’ anything with me?” | stand up, 
ready to storm out if this asshole says one more idiotic 
thing. 

“I’ve already told you more than | should have, Harlow.” 
The tension in my neck dissipates a little at the apologetic 
way he says my name. “You shouldn’t know that Fox is, or 
was ever, a suspect, let alone details of his alibi.” 


“But, but—” | run my hands through my hair, my thoughts 
Zipping around like fucking gnats in the summer. “How can 
he explain away that tattoo? It can’t be anyone else.” 

“Any defense lawyer worth his salt—and trust me, Fox can 
afford the very best—would argue that you met Fox before 
and your brain is misremembering the tattoo, projecting a 
different memory onto the memory of the murderer because 
of the trauma. Witness statements, especially when it’s a 
traumatic incident, are notoriously unreliable. We need 
irrefutable physical evidence, and we just don’t have it. I’m 
sorry, Harlow.” 

“! don’t give a shit about your sorrys,” | say under my 
breath, but it’s apparently loud enough for him to hear by 
the way his jaw ticks. 

| can already feel it closing in on me, encroaching on my 
essence. The numbness. Numb, but still cold and dark, and 
it’s coming back. 

“Can | walk you out?” There’s a sadness to his question. 

| don’t look him in the eyes. | don’t want to see the pity, 
the misplaced sympathy. “Don’t bother.” 

| race to the lobby, remembering the bathroom signage I'd 
noticed before. | lock the door then sprint down the stalls, 
flushing every toilet until the noise is loud enough to cover 
my screams. | scream into the echoing room for as long as 
the toilets cover the noise. | scream through the knot of 
emotion lodged in my throat, and | scream to keep the 


numbness at bay. Maybe this time, if I’m loud enough, big 
enough, | can keep it away. 

The room grows quiet as | catch my breath and listen to 
the leaky sink faucet drip, drip, drip. 

Well, fuck. Looks like I’m going to be hunting down a serial 
killer all by myself. 


1. The End—Kings of Leon | SummerOtoole.com/Playlists 
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Don't Cry Over Spilled Coffee 


don’t know if it was the Venti iced coffee with extra shots 
or the fact that time finally feels like it’s moving again, 
but by the time | collapse on my couch, I’ve cleaned and 
tidied every inch of the apartment—except her room. It took 
six hours, multiple trips to the trash chute, and the rest of 
our dish soap, but it’s done. ! 

| crack open a can of beer and stare at the pill bottle in my 
hand. I’m feeling a lightness | haven’t felt since before the 
incident and wonder if maybe | don’t need the pills to sleep 
tonight. It’s faint, but there’s a sparkle of hope in the air. 

Screw the police. Screw Detective Saxon. Screw fake alibis 
and sleazy lawyers. And screw Cash Fox. Because I’m going 
to burn his world down and dance in the ashes. 

| don’t even make it through half my beer before | fall 
asleep on the couch. It’s not until | wake up to the sound of 
birds and the morning commute outside that | realize | slept 


dreamlessly through the night for the first time in two 
weeks. 


I’m looking at a goofy-grinned cartoon dog that honestly 
looks stoned, a red bandana slung low around his neck. 

Well, this ts off to a promising start. 

When | searched online for Cash Fox, a bunch of loan 
websites and Fox News business pages showed up. So, | 
checked the image results and apparently there is a singing 
band of dogs in the movie The Fox and the Hound led by the 
stoner dog, Cash. 

Once | begin adding other keywords like restaurant, 
business, and Peaches club, more is popping up. | eat up 
every article | can find, but only grow more and more 
frustrated when each article paints him as a _ young, 
successful businessman who is bringing integrity—gag— 
back to the entertainment industry. | wince because from 
what | know of Peaches, they are at least partially right. 

When Beth started dancing, she worked at four clubs in 
four months before finding Peaches. Each previous club was 
worse than the next, management was code for drug 
dealers, girls weren’t paid their cut half the time, and 


security only stepped in when someone was at risk of dying. 
Unless the client was a high roller, then there was basically 
no limit to what he could do to the girls. Beth said some of 
the girls looked underage and got a bad feeling about a lot 
of their older “boyfriends.” 

But at Peaches, she said she always felt safe. There were 
panic buttons in every private room and girls could even 
request jewelry with buttons built in if they wanted. Drugs 
were an occasional occurrence, but security would only let 
longtime, trouble-free clients get away with it. Any new guy 
who brought drugs in was kicked out and blacklisted. 

If dancers wanted to take things further with their clients, 
they were given extra security. One time, they even paid for 
a lawyer to get a girl out of a prostitution charge when a 
john was ratted out by his vindictive wife. 

All of these memories only made me angrier. This bastard 
is out here masquerading aS some warrior for women’s 
rights during the day and killing them during the night. | 
wonder if Beth had ever met him, what happened, and was 
that why he chose her? Did she find him the charismatic 
entrepreneur, or did she see the darkness swimming below 
the surface? 

She’d always had great intuition about people. It was one 
of the things that made her such a great dancer. She knew 
how to read what people wanted, even if it was different 
from what they sa/d they wanted. | recall this one man she 
told me about. 


He’d come in, already a few drinks in, and was really 
persistent about getting a private dance. Once in the room, 
his machismo died down, and Beth said it seemed like he 
didn’t really want to be there. Turns out, his wife had told 
him she wasn’t attracted to him anymore. They’d been high 
school sweethearts, and now thirty years later, a lot had 
changed. He was no longer the star baseball player, and she 
was no longer the head cheerleader. Now, they were tired 
parents of three girls who barely had time to sleep, let alone 
spend with each other. 

Instead of a lap dance, Beth taught him how to touch his 
wife, what to whisper in her ear when he did, and gave him 
a few tips his wife was sure to love—hint, it was the clit. The 
next weekend he came in with his wife, and Beth said they 
looked like starry-eyed teenagers in love. 

But that was Beth being amazing, not Cash Fox, and | was 
growing real tired of reading article after article singing his 
praises. Frustrated and spiteful, | hammered on my 
keyboard: Cash Fox Murderer. 

The page loads painfully slow, and I’m about to slam my 
laptop closed when a headline makes me gasp: 

Fox, 54, sentenced to life without parole for 
governor assassination. 

Like father, like son? My pulse jumps wildly as | open the 
ten-year-old article and start reading... 

Aiden Fox, 54, stood stoic and disinterested as the judge 
read his sentence: Life in prison without the chance of 


parole. His four sons—Cash, 23; Finneas, 21; Roan, 16; and 
Lochlan, 9—stood equally  stony-faced during’ the 
proceedings. The oldest, Cash, was the only one that 
showed emotion once the sentence had been served, 
throwing obscene words and threats at the judge, and was 
forcefully removed from the courtroom. 

Fox was charged with assassinating Governor Albright in 
the governor’s Office last year. After a two-week trial, a jury 
found him guilty. The circumstances and motivation of the 
assassination remain somewhat unknown. Fox, a large 
donor and longtime supporter of Albright, was in a private 
meeting with the Governor when shots were heard. 

Fox claimed self-defense. Albright’s office would not reveal 
the details of the meeting. Public opinion was split on the 
matter, as there have been longtime corruption rumors 
surrounding Albright. Fox himself owns several well-known 
establishments in the city, including the highly reviewed 
Irish pub, The Fox’s Den. Many people | spoke with who 
interacted with Fox on a regular basis said he was a good 
neighbor, generous, and always willing to lend a helping 
hand. 

Fox’s lawyers say his eldest son will take over ownership 
in his place. 

However, my sources with the police say the Fox family 
has long been suspected of organized crime. Fox was 
charged with racketeering in 2005, but was never convicted. 


| close my laptop and sink into the couch, my mind racing 
with a million questions. 

The mob?! 

| mean, it does make sense. Leo seemed to already be 
aware of Cash. And if he’s more than just a businessman, if 
he’s making even more money through illegal channels, it 
would explain him being able to afford “the best” lawyers 
and why he’s untouchable. 

Am | getting in way over my head? | can’t help but think 
this is going to end with me dead in a ditch somewhere. 
Isn’t that what mobsters do? Cut out tongues and kill their 
enemies? 

Despite that thought, a ripple of something dangerously 
close to excitement runs through me. 

This is an absolutely terrible idea. And I’m absolutely 
going to do it. 


| have a coffee in one hand and the biggest sunglasses | 
own in the other. | am ready. Stepping out of the June Bug 
Café across the street from The Fox’s Den, | slip on my 
Shades and snag an outside table with a view to the 
restaurant. | pretend to scroll on my phone while really 


tracking every person that comes and goes. It’s just before 
they open for lunch, so | assume most of these people are 
workers. | notice a lot of the women have dark hair. | don’t 
know if this is important or just a coincidence, but | write it 
down anyway. 

I’ve watched enough crime shows to know that you never 
know what small detail will break the case, and with God as 
my witness, | am breaking this case. 

There are apartments above the pub, the entry door right 
next to it on the street. Few people come and go, but | note 
them all the same. 

I’m already regretting several factors to this stakeout. 
One, | am so jittery with nerves that | accidentally ordered a 
hot coffee despite it being the warmest time of spring. Two, | 
am wearing jeans for the first time in weeks and can’t get 
comfortable in these straitjackets for my legs. Other patrons 
are looking at me for all the noise I’m making scooting 
around in the wire patio chair. 

And that’s the last thing | want. To be noticed. 

| take a reluctant sip of my coffee and try to act like I’m 
not trying to catch a serial killer. | stretch over the back of 
the chair and attempt to look relaxed and at ease. 

Someone inside the restaurant flips the closed sign to 
open, and | perk up. Does he even come here regularly? He 
has plenty of other businesses to check on, both above and 
below board. 


What if, while I’m here stalking him, he’s out there 
stalking his next victim? Nausea overwhelms me. There’s 
going to be another victim. Another Beth. 

Suddenly, this pathetic excuse for a stakeout seems like 
an absurd waste of time. Have | been numb for so long that 
I'm desensitized to the gravity of this situation, the potential 
for danger? 

No, that’s not it. | am fully aware of the recklessness, the 
risk, 

| don’t want to admit it, but a part of me wishes he’d killed 
me too that night. He probably would have, if the sirens 
hadn’t scared him off. So teetering the edge of stupidity and 
bravery with this mission doesn’t scare me the way it 
should. Because that same part of me is probably hoping | 
do get caught, so he'll finish what he started. 

The apartment door opens, catching my attention. A white 
man steps out, and my heart stops until | realize it’s not 
him. He looks similar, same facial structure and dirty-blonde 
hair, though this man’s is longer and falling into his eyes. 
The man leans against the wall beside the door and kicks up 
a foot to rest on the wall. He taps a pack of cigarettes, but 
doesn’t open it. 

A realization slams into my chest. He uses doppelgangers. 

That’s how he can be in two places at once. | still don’t 
know what his alibi is, but if it’s grainy footage or sightings 
from a distance, this man could totally pass for Cash. 


| pull up Leo’s contact, and my finger is hovering above 
the call button when the door opens again. The blood 
pumping heavily in my chest drains to my feet and | have to 
consciously remind myself to breathe. 

There he is. 

He starts talking to the other man and | can see they 
Share similarities, but they are far from identical. Now that | 
see the two next to each other, | throw out my short-lived 
doppelganger theory. 

Cash is shorter by a few inches, but broader. Where the 
other man looks leaner and younger, Cash fills out the white 
tee he’s wearing, and tattoos trail from his hands all the 
way up his toned arms. Cash’s hair is in a tousled crew cut 
and is the kind of dark, dirty blond that towhead kids grow 
into. The other man has retained much more blond. 

| wonder which Fox brother this is. 

He offers Cash a cigarette, and my eyes zero in on his lips 
wrapping softly around it and blowing out the smoke. | tell 
myself the zing | feel deep in my core is excitement for 
potential DNA evidence and not because his profile, when 
he tilts his head back, looks like a dark prince waiting to be 
crowned. 

| reach for my cup without looking away from the duo, 
entranced by how casual they look—you’d never expect the 
dirty secrets hidden below those tattoos. 

“Ah shit!” | howl and jump up as hot coffee spills into my 
lap, my knocked-over cup laying empty on the table. 


Everyone on the patio is looking at me, and when | glance 
across the street, | swallow in horror when | see that the 
brothers are too. 

Cash’s eyes lock on mine, and | can’t breathe. Can’t 
move. 

He tilts his head like a curious observer, taking a slow 
drag. A cold shiver runs down my whole body. His mouth 
forms into a subtle-but-wicked smirk as he exhales smoke, 
and though it’s impossible from this distance, | swear | can 
hear a chuckle. 

| can only look away when a server comes up with a towel 
and starts cleaning up my mess. 

“Oh god, I’m sorry. Here, | can help.” | reach for the towel. 

But she only smiles back and says, “All good, happens all 
the time.” And that’s my cue. 

| shove my phone in my pocket and speed walk down the 
street, away from the eyes of a killer that | can feel boring a 
hole in my back. 


| spend the rest of that night on the floor of my bedroom 
with a chef’s knife in one hand and a hammer in the other. 


Waiting. Anticipating. Staring at my locked door. He never 
comes. 

But the next morning, call it determination or call it sleep 
deprivation, | am ready to do this the right way. Or at least 
the best way | know how. 

Trying my best to ignore my coffee shop disaster of 
yesterday, | settle into a window seat of a neighboring 
bookstore. | even buy a few non-fiction books, and | brought 
a notebook to make it look like I'm studying. | need a better 
reason for sitting here for potentially hours than scrolling on 
my phone. | need to blend in. Become so average and 
boring, nobody will remember me. 

Safely behind the glass, | can watch the doors to both the 
restaurant and the apartment. My pulse spikes every time 
the apartment door opens, and each time it’s not him, | get 
this sinking feeling. | don’t know if it's a relief or 
disappointment. 

When he finally does appear, | feel as if every nerve in my 
body jumps to attention. He’s talking on the phone, but | 
can’t hear him. | pack up my things, slip on a baseball cap, 
and remove the sweatshirt I’d been wearing, stuffing that in 
my bag as well. 

A white brunette in leggings and a matching sports bra 
exits the building a few moments after him, and | get an 
uneasy feeling in my stomach when he gives her a hug and 
kiss on the cheek. She waves goodbye with a giddy pep in 
her step, and he waves back, all without pausing his call. 


There’s a roiling in my gut at the fuck-me eyes she gives 
him, and | wonder, would she still look at him like that if she 
knew? Would she still be able to stand his hands on her if 
she knew all the blood that stains them? 

Slow and unrushed, | walk out of the bookstore while 
pretending to be texting, keeping my head down, but my 
eyes are glued to him under the brim of my hat. He paces 
on the sidewalk while he talks. | can make out the deep, 
authoritative tenor of his voice, but not what he’s saying. 
And | can’t risk getting closer, not after yesterday. He’s seen 
my face. At least | was wearing sunglasses. 

Did he recognize me? Does he remember the way my 
body jolted and spasmed before | fell to the ground? Did he 
see enough of my face as | fought for consciousness, cheek 
squished to the pavement? Did he pay me any mind as he 
slaughtered Beth? 

| wonder how long | can stand out here pretending to text 
before it gets suspicious. He never looks directly at me, but 
he does continuously scan his surroundings with subtle 
sweeps of his gaze. I’m hoping the lamppost I’m leaning 
against is doing enough to block any recognizable features. 

He pulls a cigarette from behind his ear, and | bite my lip 
to keep from squealing in satisfaction. | came prepared for 
this very moment. 

| grow anxious as the cigarette smolders shorter. He 
finishes his call at the same time he flicks the cigarette butt 
to the ground. Then he strides right toward me. 


| slide around the lamppost so my back is facing him, my 
heart racing and begging me to jump behind one of the cars 
parked along the street. But | have to keep it together, and 
playing hide-and-seek on the sidewalk isn’t exactly normal. | 
use the selfie feature on my phone camera to watch over 
my shoulder. | melt against the post in relief when | see him 
get in a black BMW sedan. 

He wasn’t striding toward me, he was striding to his car. 

Feeling like | just won the lottery with that close call, | 
bounce on my heels until he drives away. As soon as his car 
is out of sight, | run across the street and kneel down as if to 
tie my shoe. But instead of tying my shoe, | slip a small, 
plastic bag over my hand and pick up the cigarette butt. 

Gotcha, bastard. 
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Villain Origin Story 


Cash 


3° hours earlier 

1The stairwell has that musty, wet-cement smell that 
old industrial buildings get when it rains. I’m tempted to run 
the rest of the way, hoping that he hasn’t died yet. But | 
need to keep my heart rate down if I’m going to go about 
this methodically. You can’t rush excellence. 

And | only accept excellence, especially when it comes to 
inflicting pain. 

We reach the door to the roof, and | pull Roan back by the 
collar. “If you’re gonna puke again, stay the fuck back. | 
don’t want anyone seeing that weak-ass shit.” 

“| won't,” he grinds out through a clenched jaw. “It’s not 
like he’s going to live to tell anyone.” He scoffs, and | sock 
him in the stomach. 

“That’s not the fucking point.” | push past him and swing 
open the door. Cold wind whips my face, and | get that 


sweet, tingling sensation in my hands | always get before an 
execution. My fingers are literally itching to get started. 

This is the culmination of a ten-year hunt. 

| stride across the roof to the rusted water tower, my 
blood humming as | listen to the footsteps of my brothers 
behind me. This is as much their vengeance as it is mine. | 
tilt my head to either side, cracking my neck before 
climbing the rungs to the tower’s hatch. The ladder is just as 
rusted as the rest of it, the scratchy metal gritty under my 
palms. 

Anticipation licks my skin like alcohol flames as | unlock 
the padlock keeping the hatch firmly closed. | will be so 
fucking disappointed if the bastard died before my fun could 
really start. | don’t regret many things, but if he’s dead, | will 
regret putting a screwdriver through both kneecaps before 
locking him in the water tower twenty-four hours ago. It was 
admittedly a bit overzealous. 

With a sigh and prayer, | lift the lid and like a gift from 
God, Mark Schneider’s weaselly face is staring back at me, 
alive and well—okay, not wel//, but alive. His hair is wet and 
stringy down his forehead as he gasps desperately at my 
arrival. 

“Thank god, you’re back.” His voice instantly wobbles with 
tears, and | sniff at his pathetic breakdown. “Please don’t 
leave me again, | won’t make it. Please, I'll do anything if 
you let me out.” He bobs in the water, and I’m disappointed 


the lighting isn’t better so | can see if the water has turned 
red or brown from his blood. 

His arms flounder weakly as he swims across the tank to 
the open hatch with two destroyed knees. The man’s an 
idiot if he thinks we will take him out of this tank and simply 
let him go. 

But surely he knows that. He’s spent the past ten years 
hearing about all his co-conspirators showing up dead from 
the most gruesome injuries. | have to give it to him, he was 
very fucking good at hiding. But not perfect, and we finally 
caught him. 

It sickens me to reach into the tank, having to touch him 
to pull him out. | growl in disgust as | yank him out and send 
him headfirst down the ladder. He falls to the roof, howling 
in pain. There’s not an ounce of sympathy in me. Knowing 
my father must have howled the same way as he slowly lost 
his mind in solitary confinement. 

Officially, he was there for his own protection. He was 
jumped during his first week in prison. But | never doubted 
for a second that it was Schneider and his cronies who 
locked him away so he couldn’t tell anyone the truth. 

The truth being that they—the members of Governor 
Albright’s cabinet—killed the Governor and framed my 
father. The cabinet wanted to get into bed with the Italians, 
but Albright was loyal to my family. In one savage swoop, 
they eliminated both Albright and my father. 


Any resulting pain they’ve suffered at my hands is due to 
their own shortsightedness. Nobody expected the _ hot- 
headed son of Aiden Fox to amount to much. Everyone 
assumed my brothers and | would fizzle and _ burn, 
motherless and fatherless. Drown ourselves in drugs or get 
ourselves killed in petty street fights. 

Of course, that didn’t happen. And now I’m standing over 
the huddled, moaning form of the last roach to squish. | 
squat down to look at his tear-streaked face. “I hate to lower 
myself to your level, but | want to do this eye to eye.” 

“Pl-please,” he blubbers, and | pull the gun from my 
waistband and shove the barrel in his mouth to shut him up. 

“Don’t you know it’s rude to interrupt?” His eyes are giant, 
watery saucers as he nods shakily around the gun. “Anyway, 
you're not here for a fucking etiquette lesson.” | hear one of 
my brothers snort behind me—probably Finn, the twisted 
fuck. 

“Have you heard of death by a thousand cuts? Everyone 
thinks it’s so literal and pictures a thousand tiny paper cuts 
or some shit. Do you know what they actually did?” He 
mumbles something incoherent with the gun still lodged in 
his mouth. “Hmm, | didn’t quite understand that. I'll just tell 
you, huh? 

“The executioner would actually flay small portions of the 
Skin, then amputate the limbs, and the grand finale was 
decapitation.” Righteous ire bubbles up when | watch him 
cry, his shattered body shaking with his sobs. “But don’t 


worry, Mark, | won’t do that to you. See, unfortunately, the 
condemned usually dies or passes out long before they get 
to the amputation. And that doesn’t sound like very much 
fun.” 

| flick my wrist, indicating for my brothers to set him up on 
the spanking bench they carried up to the roof. | won’t be 
using it for its intended purpose, but it will work great for 
what | have planned. | withdraw the gun as my brothers pick 
up the man. He screams between sobs and pleas as they lay 
him over the bench and fasten his wrists and ankles below 
him. His knees make a terrible crunching sound when they 
bend them to fit into the bench. 

Schneider is shivering, and | don’t know if it’s from the 
chill in his wet clothes or the pain. Maybe fear of what’s to 
come. Either way, it’s a beautiful sight. Out here, on the 
outskirts of June Harbor’s city limits, the stars are visible in 
the clear night sky, giving the scene before me an air of 
astral magic. 

“| recently read about this amazing Norse ritual called 
‘blood eagle,’ have you heard of it?” I’m only answered with 
moans. | fist his hair and yank his head up. “Look at me 
when I’m speaking to you, Mark. Damnit, where was |?” 

“You were about to tell him about the ‘blood eagle,’” Roan 
says from my side. 

“Right, of course. It’s only mentioned a few times in Norse 
lore, but every time it is, it’s in retribution for the murder of 
a father. And | thought, ‘ah, how fitting.’” 


“| didn’t kill your father. / didn’t kill him.” The sack of shit 
wails like it will save him, like | don’t fucking know exactly 
how my father died. 

“You're right, Mark. You didn’t kill him. He killed himself. 
You know how?” 

“He...a wall...” He mutters something indistinguishable. 

“! didn’t hear you.” | wrench his head higher, pushing the 
limits of his neck. 

He speaks slowly and full of dejection. Fucking finally, he’s 
realized he’s going to die. There’s no way out of this. “He 
hurt himself.” 

“How?” | spit, the simplicity of his answer infuriating. 

He sighs. | hope he’s collecting a breath so he can speak 
the truth without mincing words. “He hit his head against 
the wall of his cell until he passed out.” 

“Have you ever heard anyone hit their head on 
something? A table, a cabinet door, anything like that?” His 
brows knit together, confused, but he mutters a yes. “And 
it’s loud, isn’t it? So you’d think that when my father 
smashed his head into a fucking concrete wall over and 
over, it would make some fucking noise. No?” 

He mumbles again, and | can’t fucking stand it. “Answer 
me, motherfucker! He would have made a lot of noise, 
wouldn’t he?” | yell into his face, and he winces at my fury. 

Fury. \’ve been fucking filled with it for a decade. 

“Yes, yes. He would have made noise.” Mark's eyes roll 
back, and | get frustrated that he’s fading on me. Fuck, not 


yet. 

“| would ask then, why it took twelve hours for anyone to 
check on him, but I’m sick of hearing your voice. So, let me 
cut to the chase. To perform a blood eagle, one must sever 
a person’s ribs from their spine. Then peel the bones and 
Skin back to pull the lungs out of the body. Get it, blood 
eagle? The lungs look like bloody wings—quite clever really.” 

| hold out my palm, and Finn places a scalpel in it. My 
entire body buzzes with vengeance. The air hums like a 
living thing. | make my way to Schneider’s side, slicing his 
shirt open to reveal his back. My brothers are standing with 
me like we’re Hades and the three shadowy heads of 
Cerberus. 

He whimpers. “Oh, god. Please Lord, help me.” 

“| hope you’re praying to the same God that left my father 
to hemorrhage alone for twelve long hours, because that 
son of a bitch never picks up.” 2 


Lochlan is still rubbing the sleep from his eyes as he 
saunters past me on the couch. Lucky bastard was able to 
Snag a few hours of shut-eye. | was too wired, too high on 


justice to even consider sleep. “I’m going outside for a 
smoke.” 

“Did you pour bleach down the drain?” | ask without 
looking up from my phone. 

“Yes, I’m not an idiot.” 

“Good. I'll be out in a minute.” It’s unlikely my apartment 
will ever be searched in connection to the disappearance of 
Mark Schneider. After all, it's incredibly hard to build a case 
with no body, and my cleanup crew is the best in the 
business. Still, unnecessary risks are the exact reason 
Schneider ended up in that water tank after ten successful 
years of hiding. 

We stripped on the roof and gave the cleaners our dirty 
clothes, changing into fresh ones after showering with 
Surgical-grade iodine. That alone should be more than 
enough to destroy any evidence, but bleach down the 
Shower drain will take it from 99.9 percent to 100 percent. 
And that .1 percent can be the difference between freedom 
or slowly deteriorating into a shell of the man you once were 
in a six by nine cement box. 

| will burn the world to ashes before | allow myself or any 
of my brothers to succumb to my father’s fate. | promised 
him as much. 

| finish up my message to Roman, my head of security, 
and head downstairs to meet Lochlan. A cigarette won't 
replace a night of sleep, but it’s a good start. 


| only get one puff before commotion across the street 
breaks my peace. 

“Ah, shit!” | turn from Lochlan and see a white woman 
across the street flailing around as she jumps from her chair. 
Brown liquid stains her pale-pink crop top. My eyes travel 
down the spill. Her jeans are a pinch too tight, making the 
sexiest part of her stomach spill out. | try to shake the 
image of me taking a bite out of that soft flesh and look up 
at her face. 

The biggest, brightest, red, heart-shaped sunglasses l’ve 
ever seen are staring back at me. | don’t need to see her 
eyes to know hers are locked on mine. | can feel it. A bolt of 
electricity zips down my spine as | watch her like a deer in 
headlights. | puff on my cig and, as the sharp smoke fills my 
lungs, | can’t help but wonder what it would feel like if the 
scent of her was filling my lungs instead. 

Light-brown hair is piled on top of her head, loose strands 
and curls sticking out everywhere. It’s a mess. But when the 
sun hits it, it glows a beautiful red. The anxiety rolls off her 
in waves. | can feel it as surely as | feel the wind carrying 
my smoke away. 

| wish | were closer so | could see what shade of pink she 
must be turning. 

A barista comes out to help clean up the mess and she 
scurries away like a little mouse, clearly embarrassed by her 
clumsy actions. 


Though she shouldn’t be. Watching her has been the most 
fun I’ve had in days. 


“You're up early.” Lochlan yawns and runs a hand through 
his disheveled bed head as he shuffles to the kitchen. | 
already have a pot of coffee brewed. I’m on my second cup 
and the sun is only just painting the sky. “And rearranged 
the furniture?” 

| dragged a vintage armchair over to the window that has 
a view down to June Bug Café. It’s hardly rearranging. 

“She still here?” He nods as he takes a seat on the tan- 
leather couch. “If you’re gonna use my place as your own 
personal rest stop brothel, you stay with the girl until she 
leaves. This isn’t a daycare.” 

“| have a drop this morning.” As if that excuses it. 

“I’m well aware of the drop. | fucking assigned it.” He 
sighs into his coffee mug, knowing he fucked up. He’s the 
youngest of us brothers and has been stuck with me as the 
only parental figure in his life the last ten years. That’s 
given him a lot of leeway when it comes to fucking around 
and being sloppy, but he’s nineteen now and needs to start 
acting like it. 


He rises and stands behind me, looking down at the coffee 
shop patio dotted with only a few early risers. “Don’t tell 
me...” | hear the amused smirk spreading on his face 
without turning around. 

“Watch it,” | warn. 

“You really are as crazy as they say.” He laughs as he 
Saunters away, and if | didn’t want to take my eyes off the 
street below, | would get up and sock him. 

“Make sure the Vault is locked—I don’t want sleeping 
beauty getting curious and stumbling into places she 
Shouldn’t.” | trust Francesca enough to let her fuck my 
brother. She’s my lieutenant's niece and she knows this 
world we live in. But she’s a hungry rank-climber. And 
hungry people are desperate people. “Don’t be late to the 
meet.” 

“Sure thing, boss.” 


Fuck, this kink in my neck. 

| groan and roll my neck, realizing this vintage chair | 
spent ten grand on is a lot better to look at than sit in for 
hours. 


| finish my stretch and then jump out of the goddamn 
chair because ?... 

There she Is. 

My sleeping feet hurt as blood trickles back in, and I’m 
mystified by a new sensation in my stomach. 

She’s wearing a burgundy sweatshirt, and | resist the urge 
to read the university seal on the front. | can find out 
anything on just about anyone. My connections can do 
things the NSA can only dream of. 

But for some reason, | don’t want to read about her ina 
file. | want to hear it from her lips. | need to drip this 
budding obsession slowly and carefully, if | don't want to 
become an addict. 

That’s not it. | don’t care about being an addict if she is 
my drug. 

| want to draw this out, pull on this string loosely tethering 
us together, until it becomes so taut it snaps. 

| have to readjust my dick in my pants when she pauses 
outside of the bookstore and gathers her long, dark- 
strawberry hair in her hands and lifts it off her neck. I’ve 
always had a thing for necks. The way they curve gracefully, 
the skin soft and thin. The way a pulse will flutter faintly 
until you start squeezing. Then you can really feel it thump 
under your fingertips. 

She does some magic trick only girls can do, wiggling and 
wrapping her hair until it’s secure on the top of her head. 
Her ass is round and full in her black leggings as she walks 


into the bookstore, and | clench my fists until my nails bite 
into my palms. 

| watch attentively as she disappears from view. | want to 
know which book she’s looking for. Does she like the thrill of 
true crime? Can she stomach the grisly details, or does she 
grow white and nauseous at the mention of blood? Does she 
want a knight in shining armor to sweep her away like a 
princess in a fairy tale? 

| can’t be her knight. 

But | can be her king. 
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Prey and Prey 


Harlow 


Ty he next few days are rather uneventful. He walks most 
places, which makes trailing him easy. And I’m getting 
better at remaining stealthy. Throughout the day, I'll switch 
up which glasses, hat, or sweater I’m wearing. I'll put my 
hair up and then take it down. Sometimes I'll put on bulky 
headphones, and I’ve even taken to changing my phone 
case if | use it as a cover for a long time. 

While I’m certain he has not seen me, | am less certain 
I’ve seen anything. | follow him around from his apartment 
to a cobbler to a sandwich shop. He stops to chat with the 
bodega owner and seems to be best fucking buds with 
every barista and bartender in town. But even when | spend 
twelve hours watching his every move, | don’t learn a single 
thing about him except that he only drinks espresso like 
some pompous asshole. 

It’s not like he’s walking around all day either. Most of the 
time he’s inside a building, and I’ve only been brave enough 


to follow him inside once. It was the bookstore, and only 
because | was confident | would have enough shelves and 
aisles to stay discreet. 

| chew on the straw of a smoothie | picked up as an on- 
the-go lunch. | don’t know what | expected. Him to commit 
murder in broad daylight? Laughable. 

Even the cigarette butt | was so excited about is useless. 
Not only is it inadmissible, Leo refuses to tell me if the 
killer's DNA was even found on Beth or the scene. And even 
if he was reckless enough to leave anything behind—which 
is a big if—what am | going to do? Become a biochemist 
overnight? | can’t do shit with a cigarette butt other than 
throw it in the trash. 

Currently, Cash has been waiting outside this ice cream 
shop for the past five minutes. He’s not smoking or talking, 
so | don’t Know what for. His dark sunglasses hide his eyes, 
making me wonder where he’s looking. His form-fitting, 
white dress shirt’s sleeves are rolled up to the elbows, and 
his hand tattoo stares back at me, taunting me. His neckline 
has fallen open, the top few buttons left undone, and his 
tattoos crawl up his chest. If I’m lucky, he’ll poison himself 
with all that ink. 

| don’t think that’s possible, but it’s a nice thought. 
Especially when it’s absolutely cruel and unfair that when 
he’s not stabbing people to death he’s objectively and 
undeniably very attractive. It makes me want to punch him 
in his chiseled jawline for daring to appear so handsome and 


unfazed, when my world has been turned upside down, 
violently shaken, ripped apart, and then set on fire. By him. 

A vintage muscle car pulls up and three white men step 
out. | don’t know what | was expecting. A drive-by shooting? 
A drug delivery? | don’t know, but it certainly wasn’t this. 

| recognize one of them from the first day outside the 
apartment. Judging by the familial look, these are his other 
two brothers. And the four of them are chatting and 
laughing and walking into the ice cream shop... 

Fox family fun day at the ice cream store? 

Once | pick my jaw up off the floor, it takes me all of two 
seconds to decide that I’m going in. It’s foolish, risky, and 
most likely my death sentence, but the chance to eavesdrop 
on all four Fox brothers? | can’t miss it. 

| put on one of the three ball caps | brought with me 
today, and goosebumps roll down my arms as | step into the 
Shop, the door chime like the eerie music in horror movies 
right before the stupid girl goes down to the basement. 

| have to consciously remind myself to breathe as | 
pretend to peruse the chest of ice cream. It goes against 
every survival instinct screaming inside me to turn my back 
on a pack of wolves— Foxes. 

All my senses are so trained on them that | don’t 
remember what | ordered and only realize it’s vanilla when | 
take my first lick. Damn, | wanted strawberry. 

| keep my head down as | eat my ice cream, but I’m 
always scanning their table in my periphery. | struggle to 


make out their words over the bass-filled pop playing in the 
shop. I’m straining my ears to hear them talk about football, 
cars, and The Office. That can’t be right. Maybe they're 
talking in code and Michael Scott is the street name for a 
new drug. 

Doubtful. 

Every few minutes, my skin will crawl with a shiver, and | 
am certain | will look up to see Cash’s eyes boring into mine. 
But instead, I’m met with his profile and those goddamn 
sunglasses. | can’t see his eyes, but | can feel them on me. / 
think. 
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| need to go back to the drawing board. Their little ice cream 
date was a total bust. After eating, | followed Cash and one 
of his brothers back to The Fox’s Den, and the other two 
drove off together. | gained absolutely nothing of value. Not 
a blip. 

I’m about to take the two-mile walk from The Fox’s Den to 
my apartment to clear my head and start thinking sense, 
when | noticed someone taping a paper to the window from 
the inside. I’ve avoided getting too close to the pub. In a 
way, it feels more like a wolf's den, and I’m just asking for 


trouble if | forget that and get too bold. The closest | got was 
down the sidewalk to pick up the cigarette butt. 

But my curiosity and desperation get the best of me. 

Help wanted 

Looking for front-of-house staff, no experience 
needed. 

| can play store-brand private eye as long as | want, but | 
won't actually accomplish anything unless | can do what the 
cops can’t do: get closer. 

The conversations that matter, the proof that matters, is 
behind closed doors. The cops have to worry about things 
like probable cause and warrants. But | don’t. 

And this is the perfect opportunity. 

Cash Fox is handing me his own demise on a silver platter. 


Cash 
3 Hours earlier 


It’s amazing how committed she is to these shitty 
disguises. In fact, | find it kind of adorable the way she 
thinks a baseball cap or pair of headphones could ever do 
enough to overshadow everything about her that beams. 


l’ve taken to walking everywhere since | gathered she 
doesn’t drive a car. | like Knowing she’s tiptoeing behind me. 
| bet her heart’s racing. | want to feel it. | want to lay my 
hand on her chest and feel if it’s battering as heavily as | 
imagine It is. 

Sometimes | stop abruptly just to watch her stutter to a 
halt, dip behind a telephone pole, or pull out her phone for 
absolutely no reason at all. My cock aches to know what she 
smells like, tastes like. Does she scream uninhibited and 
wild when she fucks, or does she stifle sweet, little moans 
until she shatters? These are the things on my mind when | 
fall asleep and when | wake up, and every other fucking 
minute of the day. It’s her. It’s a/ways her. 

I’m not a man to do things in halves. If something is worth 
doing, I’m going to do it with my whole chest, with every 
weapon in my arsenal. It’s why | was able to step into my 
father’s shoes at twenty-four and quadruple his already- 
impressive empire in the last decade. When | set my mind 
on something, it infects my bloodstream, becomes part of 
me. 

And right now, she is the all-consuming virus ravaging me 
from the inside out. 

And | need some goddamn relief. 

“Stella.” | swivel my desk chair around to talk to her on 
the couch in my office. 

She looks up from her phone but remains reclined with 
one arm behind her head and her feet propped up on the 


arm rest. She’s the only person who can get away with 
putting her shoes on my couch. “Sup, boss.” 

“For some reason, when you Say that, it feels like you’re 
mocking me. You know, most people look up to me with 
respect.” 

“That’s ’cause |am mocking you. Now, what's up?” | scoff, 
because if she were anyone else, I’d cut out her tongue. And 
she knows to only say shit like that in the privacy of my 
office. Stella was my first hire when | took over, and while | 
don’t think | truly have any friends, if | did, she would be my 
best one. I’ve only been able to drag her to the shooting 
range with me a few times and she refuses to carry at work, 
but in theory, | trust her with my life. 

“| want you to hire a new waitress. Put a sign up in the 
window and bring me any applications before you 
interview.” 

“We already have too many servers.” She swings her feet 
down and leans her elbows on her knees. “People will be 
pissed if their hours get cut any more.” 

“Give them a twenty percent raise on their hourly.” She 
gives me a face that says, that’/l do it. “Good. Print the flyer 
now, but don’t post it until | call you.” 

She leans back, sinking into the couch, and narrows her 
dark-brown eyes at me. | just know I’m gonna _ hate 
whatever comes out of her mouth next. “Who is she?” 

There’s no point denying it. Stella can read me better than 
just about anyone. Except Finn, he’s got some weird, 


psychic shit going on, | swear. And the last thing | want is 
her to go on a spiel about how doe-eyed and lovestruck | 
seem. “I don’t know. | guess we'll find out when she 
applies.” 

“Are you telling me you haven’t gone full stalker on her 
yet?” This makes me release a dry chuckle, amused at the 
irony of it myself. 

The weird fluttering feeling low in my stomach—that I’m 
starting to learn is in fact metaphorical butterflies—happens 
again. | know this because | googled it to make sure there 
wasn’t anything medically wrong with me. “Actually, she’s 
stalking me.” 


“Keep the change.” | slip a bill onto the counter and watch 
the kid working the ice cream shop’s eyes widen and flick 
nervously between me and the bill when he realizes it’s a 
Benjamin. “And tell the pretty lady about to come in and 
order that you’re out of bowls. Make sure she orders a 
cone.” 

“You got it, sir.” He slides the money off the counter at the 
same time the bells above the door ring and she walks in. | 


usually find door chimes annoying as shit, but today it’s a 
sound so beautiful it would make the fucking heavens weep. 

With a denim hat pulled down low over her face, she 
scans the flavors with her back to me. | wonder if she can 
even read the little labels. Is her heart pounding like mine, 
too distracted by my proximity to even read straight? 

| wonder if she can feel my gaze rake her skin the way | 
yearn to do with my teeth. Her supple thighs are on exhibit 
in jean cut-offs. The dimpled skin below her ass has my dick 
swelling. 

“Dude, you’re making a mess.” Roan slaps me on the arm. 
My strawberry ice cream has melted down my hand and is 
dripping into a pink puddle on the table. 

“Then get me a fucking napkin.” | nudge him back. He 
sighs dramatically but pushes out of his seat. | watch her 
walk back the way she came and sit in a window seat. 
Smart to take the table closest to the door. Stupid to have 
her back to the window. Though it may be more stupid to 
have her back to us. 

| figured she isn’t interested in sleeping with me...yet. 
That’s not her reason for tailing me anyway. No, she wants 
to keep her distance. She’s more interested in what I’m 
doing than who I’m doing. My main guess is she thinks | 
killed someone close to her. Father, brother, boyfriend...a 
righteous anger burns my skin at the thought of any other 
man touching her. Suddenly, I’m hoping it is the boyfriend 


and I’m glad he’s dead. Because she doesn’t know it yet, 
but she became mine the moment she spilled that coffee. 

So | gave her an opportunity she couldn’t resist. All four 
Fox brothers. If she’s following me for revenge, I’m Sure 
she’s considering going after one of them. If there’s one 
thing people know about the Foxes, it’s that we are fucking 
feral when it comes to family. 

And if I’m being honest, | just really fucking wanted to see 
her full, pink lips wrap around an ice cream cone. | wanted 
to see how her tongue moves as it licks a wide path up the 
ice cream. | came harder than | have in months this morning 
in the shower to just the fantasy alone. 

And goddamn, the reality doesn’t disappoint. My fingers 
itch to rip my sunglasses off so | can get a completely 
unobstructed view. 

When we get up to leave, | have to nearly bite my tongue 
off so I’m not walking out of here at full mast. 

Though, part of me wants her to see what she does to me. 
Wants her to imagine the cock straining my jeans, straining 
her pussy, stretching her, filling her, fucking her so hard and 
deep she'll never be able to forget the feel of me. 

When I'm half a block from the Den, | call Stella and tell 
her to post the flyer. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
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Amanda Jones 


Harlow 


| sit down in the stylist's chair and, as she drapes the black 
cape over me, she asks, “So what are you looking for?” 

“Dark, dark brown. Make me a different person.” 

Several hours later, I’m staring at my new reflection. 

In some cheesy, cliché way, it feels right. People make 
dramatic changes to their hair at pivotal moments in their 
lives, right? And if what | have planned doesn’t count as a 
pivotal moment, | don’t know what the fuck would. 

“What do you think?” My hairdresser shakes out the curls 
she’s made in my hair to leave a beachy wave. My natural- 
auburn color is gone, and in its place, a deep, espresso 
brown shines under the intense studio lighting. 

There seems to be a correlation between dark brunettes 
and Cash Fox. If | want to get close to him, | need to play the 
part. My lip curls into an involuntary sneer when | think of 
myself ever looking at him the way that woman outside his 
apartment did. 


The stylist looks at me eagerly through the mirror, and | 
straighten my face. 

“It’s perfect.” 

Alright, step one: complete. 

Now, let’s make this transformation official. Time to pay 
Kevin a visit. 

Kevin's mom and my mom went through residency 
together and went on to open their own practice. We grew 
up together, and he’s only a few years younger than me. 
Since | was an only child, he’s like a little brother. | don’t see 
him much anymore—we have a lot less in common now 
than we did when we were playing with toy dinosaurs and 
monster trucks. 

The last time | was at his place, it was to make sure he 
didn’t get drunk until after—or at least halfway through—our 
mothers’ office Christmas party. | know he’s home since | 
can hear the video games from outside, but it still takes 
three times ringing the bell until he opens the door. 

“Hi Kev,” | say, pushing past the shirtless white man and 
entering into his weed-scented studio apartment. 

“Uh—Harlow? What are you doing here?” He pulls his 
flannel pajama pants up his skinny hips and grabs a t-shirt 
off the couch, slipping it over his head. 

“| need a favor.” 

“Okay, how much you want? A dime bag?” He turns the 
volume down on the TV, and | look around his space. It’s 
exactly what you’d expect from a twenty-something stoner 


who dropped out of college to pursue his dream of being a 
“club promoter.” Though I’m in no position to judge given 
my apartment had twice as many old take-out containers 
just a few days ago. And I’ve put all my freelance clients on 
hold to waitress again. 

“It’s not that. | need a fake ID, you know how | can get 
one?” His head rears back, and his blood-shot eyes open as 
wide as they can. 

“The fuck you need that for, Low? You’re supposed to be 
the good one.” 

“It doesn’t matter. Can you help me?” My palms start 
Sweating. This was a terrible idea. Not just being here 
asking for a fake, but all of this. Who am | to go undercover 
as a waitress at a mob-boss-slash-serial-killer’s restaurant? 

“Alright, alright, don’t tell me. God knows you've covered 
my ass plenty of times before.” He reaches for his phone 
and sends off a quick message. It’s only a few seconds later 
he gets a call. 

Kevin puts it on speaker. “Put the photo on a thumb drive. 
Put that in an envelope along with three hundred cash and a 
note with whatever bio you want on the card. Drop it in your 
mailbox. I'll pick it up tonight.” 

The caller hangs up immediately, and Kevin just looks at 
me and shrugs. “You photo-ready right now?” 

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” | say with a deep breath. | have 
officially lost my mind. 

They do say grief makes people do crazy things. 


Hi, l’m Amanda. Hey, I’m Amanda. Hi, my name is Amanda. 

| practice my fake name like a fucking parrot in my head 
as | walk into The Fox’s Den. The hairs on the back of my 
neck instantly rise, expecting Cash to be hiding behind 
every table. 

“Hi, welcome to the Den. How many in your party?” the 
hostess from before greets. 

“Um, I’m actually here to apply for the open position.” | 
pick at my cuticles and then immediately try to stop, 
worried it will make me look nervous and suspicious. 

“Okay, no problem, I'll be right back.” She turns to leave, 
but almost runs into a young, Black woman with crochet 
locs that are dyed blonde at the tips. “Oh Stella, | was just 
coming to get you. This woman is interested in applying.” 

Stella smiles at me, her dark-amber eyes are friendly and 
warm. “Nice to meet you, I’m Stella. I’m the manager here.” 
She offers her hand, and | shake it, hoping she doesn’t 
notice my sweaty palms. 

“Amanda. Nice to meet you too.” 

She leads us over to the bar, and | take a seat while she 
goes to fetch an application. She returns and hands me the 


paper. I'm about to hop off my stool when she says, “So, 
while you fill that out, I'll just ask you some _ basic 
questions.” 

Shit. | wasn’t mentally prepared for an interview today. | 
was just gonna grab the application and dash. “Yeah, sure. 
That sounds great.” Fuck, fuck. 

“So, do you have any experience in hospitality?” 

“Uh...” My eyes catch on the field for a social security 
number, and | panic. What am | supposed to write? | can’t 
use my real one, and | don’t have a fake one. “Sorry, what 
was the question?” 

As she speaks, | jot down a random nine-digit number and 
hope for the best. “Do you have any experience in the 
restaurant industry?” 

“Yes, I’ve been a server at lots of different types of places 
—diners, sports bars, fine dining, even a philly cheesesteak 
place.” Which is all true, making this the first sentence | 
have been able to breathe properly throughout. 

“Great, anywhere | might know?” 

“Probably not, they're all on the West Coast.” Which is not 
true. 

“Okay, well if | can just see your ID and application, I'll go 
run this through our system.” She stands up. | hand over the 
application, but | drop my ID as | pull it out and sputter like 
an idiot. Both of us dive down to pick it up and nearly whack 
heads. 

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry.” 


She laughs it off. “I’ll be right back.” 
Well, !am definitely not getting the job now. 


= he = 
Y ¢a& ey SY 
“Ai »s, S AWN 


\) 
Ny" 


Two days later, I’m arriving for my first shift at The Fox’s 
Den. My heart was pounding so fast during my interview, | 
am surprised | didn’t faint. | was even more surprised when 
Stella decided to actually hire me. 

My hand stalls on the door. If | step through this door, 
there’s no going back. | can feel the increasingly heavy 
thump of my heart, and my mouth goes dry. 

I’m ashamed that the thought that gets me to push the 
door open isn’t revenge or justice for Beth. Selfishly, it’s for 
myself. Ever since | started down this path, the nightmares 
have stopped. As crazy as it sounds, I’m starting to think 
they were my punishment for not doing anything to find her 
killer. And I’m terrified that if | give up now, they will come 
back. 

| shake off the thought and walk inside, reminding myself 
that I’m not Harlow Hargrave, Beth King’s best friend. I’m 
Amanda Jones, and I’m nothing but excited for my new job. 

It’s in between the lunch and dinner rushes, so the place 
is fairly empty. Old-school country plays quietly, and a 


middle-aged man drinking alone at the bar bobs his head to 
the beat. It smells like fried food, but also citrus-scented 
wood polish. | pass a table of patrons and laugh to myself 
when | spot a salad covered in what looks like a hell of a lot 
like blue cheese. A crowd favorite. 

“Amanda, hey! Good to see you.” Stella waves in my 
direction from across the floor. | look behind me to see if 
there’s anyone else and then remember, /’m Amanda. She 
really just thinks I’m like any other waitress on her first day. 
If one person bought my phony identity, surely others will 
too. 

“Hi, Stella...?” It comes out like a question because 
halfway through speaking, | panicked that my voice sounds 
too high and fake and then worried my smile was too forced. 

“Yep, you got it right. Come on, let me show you around 
and then you'll shadow me for this shift.” 

She introduces me to Marty, the bartender, Eli, the chef, 
and a few of the other servers and bussers. Everyone is 
friendly, and the tension in my shoulders from expecting to 
be discovered any second slowly loosens. She gives me the 
grand tour, and so far, nothing seems out of the ordinary. 

| remind myself that this is nothing new. Before | was 
working full-time as a freelance writer, | would serve tables 
between gigs. So, at least I’m not stressing about how to do 
the job. Just taking down a serial killer. No sweat. 

She shows me to the staff lockers, and | get a prickle at 
the back of my neck. | realize why when she points out a 


closed door labeled “office.” 

“Is that your office?” | ask, trying to ignore the swirling 
unease in my gut. 

“That’s the brothers’ office. If the blinds are down”—she 
points to the shuttered blinds covering a square window on 
the door—“don’t even bother knocking.” She gives me a 
pointed look, and | get a chill in the pit of my stomach. 

She knows. She knows everything. 

My mind starts swimming, and I’m about to be pulled 
under when she rolls her eyes and adds, “They can be such 
little bitches sometimes, and they hate to be interrupted.” 

“Ha!” | force out way too loudly, and she gives me a 
curious look. 

“First day jitters? Don’t worry, you'll do fine. They like to 
act like tight asses, and sure, they can be intimidating at 
first, but really they’re just big drama queens.” 

“! bet you’re the real boss around here.” | laugh, trying to 
match her laidback energy. She certainly doesn’t seem 
scared of Cash, who, from my surveillance, seems to be the 
brother who spends the most time here. Though | can’t help 
but find it amusing calling mobsters drama queens. 

“You're a fast learner, huh?” She gives me a sly smile. 
“That’s your locker there. Stash your stuff, then come meet 
me up front.” 

She strolls out, and I’m left alone. 

The blinds are closed right now. Is he in there right now? 
Planning his next kill? 


| stuff my jacket and bag into the locker and get that cold 
tickle on the back of my neck again. Like I’m being watched. 

I’m being paranoid. 

| fill my lungs with a deep breath and turn to leave. 
However, my feet seem to stop on their own accord just 
before the opening between the locker room and kitchen. 

| take one last long look at the closed door, half expecting 
him to come jumping out. 

He never does. 


The next three days are long and hard. I’ve spent so much 
time in bed the past few weeks that my body aches from 
being on my feet all day. But as far as waitressing goes, it’s 
a pretty great job. The customers tip well, the staff meals 
are delicious, and the other employees are a lot of fun to be 
around. 

Fun. 

| grimace at that word. This isn’t supposed to be fun. I’m 
here for a reason, and so far, I’ve gotten jack shit. I’m 
busting my ass and Cash hasn’t even shown. 

Which is why when Stella asks me to stay after closing to 
meet a distributor behind on his runs, | don’t even hesitate 


to say yes. All alone in the restaurant after hours? It’s the 
snooping opportunity I’ve been waiting for. 

“I’m sorry to leave this on you, but it’s my Nan’s weekly 
family dinner—” 

“Don’t even worry.” | try to reassure her without seeming 
overly eager. “The only plans | had were with a pint of Ben 
and Jerry’s.” 

“Well, in that case...” She shuffles backward with a grin, 
and | shoo her out. | lock the main door behind her and take 
one last sweep of the place to make sure I’m truly the only 
one here. 

| return to the locker room and stare down the office door 
with the blinds drawn, like a cowboy showdown in those old 
Wild West movies. My adrenaline is pumping, like the time | 
went skydiving—that moment your feet are hanging over 
the edge of the plane before you jump. In some ways, what 
I’m about to do is even more dangerous. 

Before | can change my mind, | drop to my knees in front 
of the door and pull a bobby pin from my hair. | watched 
some tutorials online on how to pick a lock with one and 
have been wearing them every day since. Just in case. 

My hands are shaking and the pin scrapes on the metal 
handle. The faint scratches sound seismic in the silent room. 
My forehead beads with sweat, and the longer | take, the 
more my hands shake. 

At last, | hear the telltale click of the lock disengaging. 


Cash 
5 days earlier 


Amanda Jones. 

| read the name off the fake ID again and again. Even if 
the fake wasn’t total crap—she should have come to me if 
she wanted one worth her money—! would never believe 
such an ordinary name for such an extraordinary girl. 

And her social security number came back belonging to a 
Lawrence Wellington. And while Amanda fits better than 
Lawrence, she certainly isn’t seventy-five like good ol’ Larry. 

Whatever her name is, she took my bait. 

Good girl. 

Her hair is darker in the photo, and | pinch my brows at 
the change. A strand is slightly out of place like always, and 
| can’t help but swipe my finger along the shiny plastic as if | 
were really tucking it behind her ear. 

“So, you want me to hire her or what?” Stella asks. | 
almost forgot she was in the room. | nod, not taking my 
eyes off the object of my obsession finally in the palm of my 
hand. 


“I’m going to need to give that back to her.” She sounds 
like a mom telling her kid to give the toy he stole back. | 
huff a laugh because it’s amusing. What she—Amanda—has 
reduced me to. A boy in the playground, so enamored that 
he steals things that don’t belong to him. 

Only that isn’t really true, though, is it? 

| can’t steal something that’s already mine. 


It’s torture. Exquisite, addicting torture. Watching her from 
my office on the security feeds for three whole days. 
Knowing she is so close, that some old geezer gets to look 
at her peachy ass as she walks away after taking his order. 
Knowing that someone out there is learning how she smells, 
what her laugh sounds like, and which exact shades of blue 
make up her soul-wrenching eyes. 

But I’ve learned that delayed gratification is always, 
always, better than immediate satisfaction. | want to watch 
her, study her. Learn the difference between her fake and 
genuine smile, find out her tells when she’s stressed, see 
how she holds herself when she thinks no one is watching. 

| want to find out what makes her tick, so | can make her 
scream. Preferably my name. 


“Christ, are you even listening to me?” Roan whines from 
my office couch. 

“No. So why don’t you do both of us a favor and leave.” | 
look at him for the first time in ten minutes, and he scowls 
back like a spoiled brat. “Oh, and give those flowers to 
Stella for her mom and grandma on your way out.” | point to 
bouquets on the filing cabinet but already have my eyes 
back on the screens. 

“Fucking asshole,” Roan mutters as he slams my office 
door shut. 

| grab a beer from the mini fridge and settle in for a few 
more hours of prime-time television starring Amanda Jones. 

The restaurant has emptied out, and | haven’t yet decided 
how | want to spend this time alone together. Half of me 
wants to sneak up behind her, cover her screams with my 
hand, pin her down, and take what’s mine, not caring if she 
puts up a fight. My balls physically ache with the need to fill 
her. Claim her. Mark her as mine. Make her walk around with 
my cum dripping down her legs so everyone can see. 

But the other half, the half | didn’t know existed, is... 
scared. I’m sure that’s not right, I’m not scared, but | can’t 
think of a better word. I’m scared that if | get too close, if | 
reach out to finally touch her, the heavenly mirage will 
disappear. | can’t let that happen. 

I’m lost in a daydream of all the surfaces in this place | 
can fuck her on, when | hear a scratching at my door. It 


sounds like someone’s trying to pick my lock. | pull up the 
live feed of the locker room just to make sure. 

Ha, I’m impressed. My little mystery has some balls. 

There’s a pitter-pattering against my ribcage as | let her 
curse and struggle with the lock. What is she hoping to find? 
Surely not me. | can’t wait to see the look of sweet surprise 
on her face when she realizes I’ve been here the whole 
time. Will she scream? Freeze? Run away? Wi// | chase her? 
My dick hardens at the thought. 

The pins in the lock sound like they are clicking into place, 
and there’s less resistance in her fiddling. Ah damnit. | have 
to keep some sort of reputation, and | can’t let little girls 
break into my office. Even if l’d love nothing more than 
punishing that little girl. Just as the lock disengages with a 
click, | dial the restaurant’s landline with a resigned sigh. 
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An Audience with the King 


Harlow 


| stand up, a sense of accomplishment welling in my 
chest. My hand is split seconds away from the door 
handle when the shrill ring of a phone makes me jump out 
of my goddamn skin. 

Fuck, it’s probably the delivery man at the back door 
wondering where the hell I am. 

| sprint to the landline behind the bar. 

“Hello,” | say, catching my breath. 

Nothing. 

Only the hollow buzz of an open line. 

“Hello?” | try again. Is someone breathing? It’s too faint, | 
can’t tell. Goosebumps rise on my arms. 

“Anyone there? Can you hear me?” 

The call drops. 

| stand stock-still, the only movement is the jump of my 
pulse. 


Calls drop all the time, right? And how many times have | 
answered the phone the exact same way? Delayed audio, 
bad service, or whatever. 

Spam calls are practically a pandemic at this point, | try to 
reassure myself. 

Whether it’s the delivery guy or spam, | decide it’s a good 
idea to wait in the kitchen anyway. He should be here any 
minute now. 

| walk to the back and try to convince myself the new chill 
in the air is all in my head. The big, empty kitchen feels too 
quiet, so | play some music on my phone, picking at 
random. | just want to shake this feeling that something is 
Off. 

| lean forward against the prep counter to read the recipes 
taped to the wall. | always get a kick out of the giant 
quantities. My eyes catch on nine pounds of sugar. That’s 
more than most newborns weigh. 

“Miss Amanda Jones,” a deep, silky voice drawls. 

My heart drops to my stomach. Every muscle in my body 
prepares for a fight as | turn around. 

He’s resting against the range, ankles crossed in front of 
him as he dusts his thumb across his bottom lip. I’m face to 
face with Beth’s killer and the first thought that comes out 
of my mouth is...nothing. Absolutely nothing. It’s like my 
tongue has forgotten how to form words, my mouth parted 
with nothing but air ghosting out. 


“Do you know who | am, Amanda?” The question is both 
loaded and casual. If he’s intending to throw me off balance, 
making me question what he knows or doesn’t, it’s working. 

“Cash Fox. You own this place.” The corner of his mouth 
twitches when | say his name, his dark-green eyes giving 
nothing away but power. 

This man is powerful. | knew this on paper, but there’s a 
difference between knowing something is true and feeling 
it’s true. His presence alone seems to suck all the air from 
the room, clinging and bowing to the more powerful being. 

| grip the counter behind me, remembering there is a 
magnetic strip of knives on the wall. A large, stainless-steel 
island for food prep stands between us, and | try to mentally 
calculate if | could beat him to the back door a few yards 
away. 

I’m pinned by his stare as he assesses me with a straight 
face and slight cock of his head. Then, like the flip of a 
switch, he turns on a dazzling smile that makes the hairs 
standing on end at the back of my neck settle. “So, how do 
you like working here?” 

“Il, um—Yeah, it’s good.” | shock myself that I’m able to 
speak, even if it is just bumbling like a fool. 

His smile softens, and there’s a heat to his eyes when he 
asks, “Do | make you nervous, Miss Amanda?” He slowly 
strolls around the island, and | can smell his rich, masculine 
cologne now that he’s only a few feet away. 

“No.” Yes. 


“Oh?” He raises a brow. 

| steady myself with a deep breath. | bet the sick bastard 
gets off on intimidation. | won’t give him the satisfaction. 
“You startled me is all. | thought | was the only one here.” 

Shit, shit, shit. A realization hits me. Was he in his office 
when | was picking the lock? | bite my cheek until | taste the 
tang of blood. He’s going to kill me now. 

“l only just arrived. | heard your music and came straight 
back.” | hope the giant breath | release isn’t too obvious. “| 
knew it was family dinner night and figured I’d stop by to let 
the beer guy in.” I’m taken off guard and oddly touched that 
he knows his employee’s weekly family gatherings. 

“There’s something about you that is just so familiar.” He 
closes the distance between us, and a rock wedges in my 
throat. His proximity weighs on me like a physical thing. 

His eyes flick between my eyes and my throat, and | 
swallow down my fear. | watch his eyes track the movement 
with unease. He reaches out, and liquid panic courses 
through my veins. | don’t know how I'll respond if the hands 
that killed Beth touch me. 

Apparently, I'll do absolutely nothing. He tilts my chin up 
to peer at my face like it’s an unsolvable mystery, and 
despite every cell in my body screaming at me to run, | 
stand stock-still. 

Pools of yellow. Blurred red. Black. Pink. Red. 

It’s these images that give me the false bravado to 
continue my charade and answer with a shrug. “People say 


that a lot. | guess | just have an extremely average face.” 

He drops my chin and looks almost offended. My skin 
tingles from the loss of contact. Don’t ask me why. “There is 
nothing average about you.” His voice is so definitive, | find 
myself nodding along. “You shouldn’t talk down to yourself 
like that.” 

Mesmerized by his commanding-yet-gentle tone, | can’t 
look away from his eyes. “Okay.” 

| bite my lip, and his eyes flick to my mouth as he 
mutters, “Good girl.” 

| don’t have time to analyze the weird heat spreading 
through my chest at his words because a heavy knock 
pounds on the back door. Cash reacts before me, opening 
the door and greeting the beer guy. 

Beer Guy rolls in a dolly carrying a keg while Cash holds 
the door. Finally remembering how to use my feet, | hustle 
over to the walk-in and open that door for him to wheel the 
keg in. 

“Thanks, hun.” He winks, and | grimace. Speaking of 
average. This white man is exactly that. Receding hairline 
he’s desperately trying to cling to, with old and worn New 
Balance sneakers on his feet. 

| may have imagined it, but I’m pretty sure Cash goes 
rigid in my periphery at the man’s comment. 

We continue this process for two more kegs, and on his 
last trip, Beer Guy says to Cash, “She’s new, huh? | know I'd 
remember a rack like that. Maybe | should get a job here.” 


My stomach churns as he speaks like I’m not right here, 
hearing every word. That familiar anger that every woman 
knows seethes in my chest as he gropes me with his gaze. 

It’s so quick, I’m not even sure how it happens, but all of a 
sudden Cash has the man’s face pressed hard onto the 
counter and his arm pulled back at an unnatural angle. The 
man grunts in pain, and | can’t help the small wave of 
satisfaction that runs through me. 

“| think you owe the lady an apology.” His voice is cold, 
detached, and fucking terrifying. His muscles ripple under 
his tight, black tee as he easily pins a man with at least fifty 
pounds on him. 

“Woah, hey now—it was just a compliment!” he whines, 
and | roll my eyes. Cash wrenches his arm back further, and 
the man howls. “Okay, okay! I’m sorry, man!” 

Cash twists his head to look at me, and | can see the 
sheer panic welling in his eyes. “I said apologize to the /ady, 
not me.” 

“| apologize. | apologize. I’m so sorry.” 

| nod uncomfortably. The small glow of satisfaction | had 
when Cash first pushed him down has been replaced with a 
sick feeling. This is the real Cash Fox. Wild. Violent. 
Unpredictable. 


mu 


“And I’m not your ‘man,’” Cash spits. 
“Of course. Sorry, boss.” The man’s voice wobbles. 
I’m genuinely worried Cash is going to kill this man when 


he leans down to get right in his face, making sure he 


doesn’t miss a word. “I’m not your boss either. I’m your 
goddamn king, and you'll show some fucking respect when 
you're in my kingdom.” 

My whole body exhales when he releases the man and 
lets him scurry out the door. | hear the truck start up in the 
back alley and say a silent prayer that he made it out alive. 

Cash turns to me, looking like a lion who just finished his 
kill, | can almost picture the blood dripping from his mouth. 
“You didn’t have to do that. He’s not the first man to speak 
out of his ass. Ask any woman.” 

“But you’re not any woman, are you?” He stalks toward 
me, and I’m not sure what he means. He reaches out to tuck 
a strand of hair behind my ear, and my breath stilts. “And | 
always protect what’s mine.” 

My mind sputters at his words. “Yours? Like your 
employee?” 

My body doesn’t know how to respond when he drags the 
Same hand from behind my ear along my jaw with a 
featherlight, almost hesitant, touch. “Sure, a chuisle,” he 
chuckles. “You could say that.” 

He pushes past me and toward the direction of his office, 
calling over his shoulder, “I assume you know the way out.” 

What the fuck just happened? 
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Cry Uncle 


Be and | are seven or eight. Her silky, blonde hair that 
| was always so jealous of Is in pigtails with red, white, 
and blue bows. The stars are a sparkly silver. The park's 
freshly mowed grass makes the air smell like wet earth and 
gasoline. There’s a dock in the middle of the pond that 
usually isn’t there. A crew of men are on it, setting up the 
fireworks for tonight’s show. 

! go to retrieve our ball, but stall to watch the firework 
men. | return to see Beth talking to the neighborhood boys. 
They look angry. And she looks sad. Beth is the smallest one 
in our class. It makes her the best at gymnastics, but it also 
means she topples over when one of the boys shoves her. 

That spurs me into action, my protectiveness for my best 
friend flaring red. “Leave her alone, Jack!” | race up and 
shove him right back. 

Jack and | snarl at each other. I’m tall for my age, and he 
has to look up at me slightly. | love how powerful it makes 


me feel. |’m good at soccer too. | know if | kick him in the 
balls, | can make it hurt. 

“You’re not even from here,” | hear hissed behind me, and 
Beth screams while the other boy rips at her patriotic bows. 
Beth’s family is from Russia. Her parents have thick accents 
that make them stand out, but she doesn't. She came to 
America when she was just a baby. They even changed their 
last name. 

“She’s just as American as you and me.” | rip him off her 
by his shoulder and don’t hesitate this time to kick him in 
the balls. 

The memory slams into me with nostalgia and sadness. 
And something else | can’t quite name because | realize that 
no one has stood up for me like that. 

Until Cash Fox. 

My chest hammers as | stock the walk-in, Knowing that 
just on the other side of that door, | thought Cash was going 
to kill a man. For me. 

No. Not for me, | remind myself. For himself. Because he’s 
a fucking psychopath. 

As if my thoughts summon him, the thick door opens and 
clicks shut as he steps in. 

“Hi, Cash.” | speak first, feeling this need to take control of 
our interactions. At the core of it, he’s no different from the 
bullies we grew up with. Push back a little, and the grip they 
think they have on you loosens. 


“Hi, Amanda.” The corner of his mouth curls. “| wanted to 
make sure you were okay after that little scuffle last night.” 
The words sound like a threat, gauging whether or not I’m 
going to tell. The weird thing is he doesn’t say it like a 
threat. He says it like he genuinely wants to make sure I’m 
Okay. 

This sly fox, he really is convincing. 

“Yeah, no problem.” | go back to stocking, hoping if | 
ignore him, he’ll leave. Instead, he pulls a milk crate from 
the corner to the middle of the fridge and sits. 

“What are you doing?” This is definitely not how | saw this 
morning going. 

“| like to get to know the people working for me.” His eyes 
blaze down my exposed legs, and I’m regretting wearing a 
Skirt today. Not only is the walk-in freezing, but now I’m 
worried he can see right up it. 

| huff and turn to him. “I’m not going to say anything. You 
don’t have to hover.” 

He leans forward and rests his elbows on his knees. Even 
feet below me, it’s a powerful stance. And as he wets his 
bottom lip while staring up at me, my goosebumps melt 
under the heat of his gaze. 

“If I’m making you uncomfortable, | can leave.” It’s not a 
question, it’s a statement. A test to see how much he 
unsettles me. 

“| don’t care. If you want to spend your morning freezing 
in here, you may as well make yourself useful.” | toss him a 


bag of romaine. He catches it with an amused smirk. 

| think | passed that test. 

We get to work unloading the produce. There are 
moments where I’m completely comfortable in the amicable 
silence. But those moments are always followed by the 
realization I’m in a very insulated metal box with only one 
exit and a serial killer. No one would hear me scream. 

Which is why it doesn’t make any sense that when he 
lightly places his palm on the small of my back and leans 
across me to put something on the shelf in front of me, | 
have to fight the urge to lean into him. 

His masculine sandalwood smell cloaks me, and the 
warmth from his palm spreads all the way down my legs. A 
full-body shiver runs through me when he whispers in my 
ear, lips almost grazing my skin. “Excuse me.” 

Fuck. That is not the reaction | should be having right now. 

| jolt back, but he grabs me by the hip and pushes me up 
against the shelving. “Don’t be scared of me.” There’s a 
sweet drip to his words, and if | wasn’t so fucking shocked, it 
would almost be endearing. 

He leans forward until the tip of his nose grazes mine, his 
breath fluttering on my cheek. “Though | do love the way 
your cheeks flush when you’re scared.” In a slow, testing 
motion, he presses his hips forward until | can feel his 
erection through his pants, the friction of the fabric on my 
bare legs sending sparks up them. My blood pounds in my 


into him too. 


ears and my body trembles with the desire to rock forward 


His hands glide down the swell of my hips and over the 


curve of my ass. One hand scrunches the material of my 
Skirt while the other continues the descent. 


If his hand goes just a little lower, he’I! be able to... 


Instead, | push him off me and storm away. “Yeah, well 
you can start by not shoving me up against walls in 
enclosed spaces.” 


“It was a shelf, not a wall!” he calls after me with a 
devilish laugh. 
chance. 


| regret not slapping him in the face when | had the 
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| hate my body. 


| hate it for the way it betrays me. 


The night Beth died, it refused to listen to my pleas. It 
wouldn’t scream, it wouldn’t stand. | wouldn’t fucking move. 


reaction to a serial killer. 


And right now | hate my body because | have to spend the 
rest of my shift in soaked panties because of its traitorous 


The taunting looks Cash gives me all day makes me think 
he knows it too. Walking around looking smug and 
annoyingly good in a navy suit. | hate him. 

A tall, white man with a buzzed head comes in, dressed in 
a red Adidas sweat suit that immediately catches my 
attention. And when | see his face, it stops me in my tracks. 

It’s Beth’s uncle, Ivan. I’ve never met him, but | recognize 
him from her family photos and his resemblance to her 
father. | don’t want to interact with him, it’s a risk | can’t 
take. If he recognizes me for whatever reason—| mean, I’ve 
been in Beth’s life for the past twenty-three years—and calls 
me Harlow, it’s all over. 

But our hostess is out sick, so the servers have been 
picking up the slack and right now, I’m the only one 
available. | suck it up, paste a friendly smile on my face, and 
go to him. 

“Hi, sir. Welcome in,” | say while obviously fidgeting with 
my name tag, hoping it will draw his attention. If he does 
recognize me, perhaps he’ll think he’s mistaken when he 
sees the name. “Table for one?” 

He nods and scrunches his nose, looking around with a 
sneer like he’s disgusted by the place. “Well then, if you'll 
follow me.” My tone is sickly sweet trying to hide my nerves. 

The corner booth is open. It’s a big, round table with the 
only benches in the place that are upholstered with the 
same rich, red leather as the waiting area. | go to make a 
joke about his tracksuit matching the cushions, but think 


better of it when he sits down looking like he wants to punch 
a hole through a wall. 

When | ask him what he wants to drink, he only answers 
with a grunt, his eyes glued to the back of house. “Okay, I'll 
be right back with your water then.” 

I’m coming back when | stop midway because Cash is 
having a tense conversation with Ivan. They keep their 
voices down, but by the way their faces are twisted up in 
fury, they may as well be yelling. 

| timidly approach, desperate to hear their conversation. 
Beth’s uncle versus her killer. Does he know that? Is that 
why he’s here? 

Their voices become audible the closer | get, Cash’s voice 
Slicing through the air. He leans across the table to jab his 
finger accusingly at Ivan. “...You come in here, to my fucking 
place of business, and start throwing bullshit accusations 
around—” 

lvan’s hand shoots out and grabs Cash’s wrist, shaking his 
tattooed hand. “You think you are the only one with sources 
in the police, huh?” His Russian accent is thick and harsh, 
the meaning of his words dropping like a lead weight in my 
gut. 

Cash rips his hand away and points it at the door. “Get the 
fuck out of here before you start a war you can’t possibly 
win.” He rotates slightly, and | notice his other hand slide to 
his coat pocket. Ivan’s eyes flick to the movement too and 
he gets up with a death stare. 


It’s only when he’s walking away that | see a Sliver of 
metal tucked into his waistband. 

My mind is reeling trying to make sense of any part of 
what happened. 

Sources in the police. 

Accusations. 

Cash’s tattoo. 

Concealed guns. 

Cash spins around and yells, “Place is closed. Get out. If 
you haven't paid, dinner’s on the house. Now, go.” ! 

Confused patrons scuttle out of their seats, slinging their 
purses and jackets over their shoulders and hustling out. 
Once the last customer leaves, he storms off, pushing past 
me like I’m not even there. 

“Hey, wait.” | reach for this arm. “Who was that?” His 
darkened gaze bounces between my face and my hand, like 
he’s confused why | am touching him. Honestly, | am too. | 
drop his arm. 

“Russian trash,” he mutters and walks away. He only 
makes it a few steps before turning back around and getting 
in my face. 

“That table is reserved for us.” He slaps his chest. “Me 
and my brothers. Only. Ever. Who the fuck do you think you 
are? Coming in here with a tight ass and pretty face, 
thinking the rules don’t apply to you.” He’s taunting me, 
there isn’t any real venom in his words, but it still makes my 
cheeks burn being yelled at in front of the whole staff. 


My eyes can’t help but scan their faces, all in various 
expressions of fear or secondhand embarrassment. “You'll 
look at me when I’m speaking to you.” He wrenches my chin 
forward. “You’re just a fucking tease.” 

My mouth falls open, stunned. | don’t know if I’m terrified, 
outraged or—for fuck’s sake—turned on. | swallow hard, and 
his eyes drop to the bob of my throat and any shred of 
attraction evaporates when | wonder if he’s imagining 
slitting my throat. | do know how much he likes stabbing 
pretty things. 

His fingers dig into my jaw as | speak, my voice stone 
cold. “I have no fucking idea what rules you’re talking 
about.” 

“The rule is that no one sits at that table that doesn’t 
carry the name Fox. And especially not some Putin-loving 
fucker.” 

Oh, so this is some sort of pissing contest. “Well, no one 
told me that, asshole. And get your fucking hands off me.” 
Every overwhelming feeling of anger, fear, and hatred boils 
over, and | spit in his face. 

| brace myself for a slap, hell, even a fucking knife. But 
instead, he wipes it off with his hand while shouting in a 
deep monotone, “Everyone. Out.” 

The rest of the staff race out, not daring to retrieve their 
things from the lockers. 

“What should | do with you?” His voice is cold as he wraps 
a hand around my throat and walks me back until | hit a 


table. His table. 

He squeezes—not enough to restrict my airflow, but 
enough to let me know he could—the corded muscles of his 
forearm flexing under his inked skin. My pulse thumps 
against his grip, every nerve in my body on high alert. It 
isn’t until | catch a glance of his growing arousal that | know 
for certain he isn’t going to kill me. He likes toying with me 
too much. 

“| should bend you over this table right now and teach you 
a fucking lesson on respect.” His eyes are bordering on 
manic, his jaw clenched so hard I’m surprised | don’t hear 
his teeth cracking. 

“Why aren’t you?” Again, | don’t know if I’m incredibly 
brave or incredibly stupid. 

He laughs. It’s a cold, menacing sound, rich and harsh like 
scotch. “Because, a Chuis/e, the first time | turn your sweet 
ass red with my mark, you’ll be begging for it.” He releases 
my throat and drags the back of his hand down my neck, 
over my chest, and around the swell of my breast. 

| hate the heat that pools in my core, and | have to clench 
my thighs together so | can focus on sounding bitter and 
Sharp. “That will never fucking happen.” 

He laughs again and his eyes, which had _ been 
mesmerized by his hand's journey, flash to mine. “Get 
dinner with me.” My head rears back in surprise. 

| can’t help but bark out a laugh. “You’re fucking insane, 
you know that?” 


“I’ve been called much worse, baby.” | gasp when he 
grabs me by the hips and lifts me onto the tabletop. 

“You're crazy.” | gulp as his hand slides down my thigh to 
the hem of my skirt. 

I’m unable to break his gaze, captivated by the raw 
hunger | see in them. His palm slips under, and the feel of 
his skin on my flesh makes my breath hitch. 

“Unhinged,” | say breathlessly, and his hand snakes 
higher. | don’t know what to do with my own hands other 
than palm the table until my fingers whiten. 

He sets his other hand on my knee and gives it a little 
push. “Tell me to stop, a chuisle.” 

| don’t. | can’t. There’s this burning itch inside me that 
only grows fiercer as he traces his teeth with his tongue 
while spreading my knees. 

“Pathological,” | mutter, and | don’t even know how I’m 
saying anything at this point. All my thoughts are consumed 
by the feel of his hand inching closer and closer to the thin 
barrier of lace between him and my pussy. 

“Psychotic.” His fingers slip under the elastic, and | suck in 
Sharply as he grazes the outside of my pussy. He groans, 
and | bite my lip to stop from doing the same as he parts my 
lips. 

He breaks my gaze for the first time to look down at my 
mouth. The thumb of his other hand brushes achingly slow 
across my bottom lip until it slips out from under my teeth. 


His fingertips slip into my pussy, just barely past the 
entrance. HiS eyes squeeze shut, a deep rumble 
reverberating from his chest. 

| look away, knowing what he’s feeling. My wet, needy, 
backstabbing cunt. | have never been more ashamed in my 
life. Tears prick at my eyes. 

“Oh baby, | may be crazy, but so are you. Your pussy is 
weeping for me.” The sick glee of victory in his voice makes 
me burn. His head dips to kiss me. 

Right before his lips brush against mine, | shove him back 
as hard as | can and hop off the table. My legs are shaky, 
but | refuse to waver and race to the door. Not being able to 
stand one more second sharing air with this...this... monster. 

“Thursday at eight work for you?” | can hear the 
amusement in his voice. 

“Fuck you, Cash.” | don’t look over my shoulder as | shout 
back. 

| don’t want him to see my tears. 


Cash 


Koslov. 


And at my table no less. | am seething when | approach 
him. The only reason | don’t shoot him on the spot is that | 
don't know if any of his cronies are nearby, and | don’t want 
her in the crosshairs. 

“You better have a goddamn good reason for being here, 
comrade.” He looks like he wants to rip my head off and piss 
on my corpse. He growls low and deep. “You better start 
talking.” 

I’m genuinely curious what he’s going to say. The Bratva is 
a fucking thorn in our side, but they stay out of our way 
most of the time, and in turn, we a/iow them to operate on 
our territory. We’re not in the drug trade anyway, so there 
shouldn’t be much to fight about. 

Until someone decides to step over the line. 

Like showing up at my headquarters without requesting a 
meet. 

“We wanted to give the courtesy of telling you to watch 
back because we are coming.” He leans forward and snarls, 
the evidence of his native tongue thick. “You kill our 
princess, we burn entire fucking kingdom.” 

“You've lost your goddamn mind, Koslov. Going after your 
people isn’t even worth my time. Unless you give me a 
reason.” | palm the table and shove my index finger in his 
face. “You better think twice before you come in here, to my 
fucking place of business, and start throwing bullshit 
accusations around—” 


His hand shoots out and grabs my wrist, waving the 
tattooed skin in front of me. “You think you only one with 
sources in police, huh?” This about that stripper? Did his 
sources tell him | also have an ironclad alibi? 

I’ve had enough of this shit. | point at the door. “Get the 
fuck out of here before you start a war you can’t possibly 
win.” 

As | watch his giant, lumbering form exit, my mind is 
reeling. And instead of being able to hear the thoughts 
flying around my head, all | hear is obnoxious chatter, 
cutlery scratching against plates, and the low thrum of 
music from the speakers. 

“Place is closed. Get out. If you haven’t paid, dinner’s on 
the house. Now, go.” | dig the heels of my palms into my 
eyes, trying to sort out this mess. 

Someone is framing me. 

Someone is killing my people and trying to make me take 
the fall for it. 

The stripper from my gentleman’s lounge. The bartender 
from my nightclub. | can’t remember the other two victims 
off the top of my head, but I’m sure if | did some digging 
there’d be a connection. To me. 

| just need some time to fucking think. 

“Hey, wait.” A soft hand wraps around my wrist. “Who was 
that?” She’s touching me. Those damn butterflies line my 
stomach, and my skin heats where she’s holding it. What 
was | even thinking about? My mind is wiped clean at the 


smallest contact. Oh right, being framed for serial murders 
and the Bratva wanting my head on a stick. 

“Russian trash.” She drops my arm, and the little peace 
her touch offered pops. 

It’s her fucking fault. This ts all because of her. 

Something this big should never have snuck up on me like 
this, but she’s infected my bloodstream and demanded all 
of my thoughts, all of my energy. She makes me fucking 
insane. She can’t do that. | can’t a//iow her to do that. | spin 
around. 

“That table is reserved for us. Me and my brothers. Only. 
Ever. Who the fuck do you think you are? Coming in here 
with a tight ass and pretty face, thinking the rules don’t 
apply to you.” | know it’s not truly her fault. It’s mine, for 
getting distracted. But it feels good to let this rage out, 
direct it at someone other than myself. | know it’s not right, 
but | never claimed to do the right thing. 

“You'll look at me when I’m speaking to you.” | force her 
to look at me. The burning desire to break her, make her 
kneel before me, lights up my insides. “You’re just a fucking 
tease.” 

Her jaw drops slack, then purses shut. A fire of an 
unknown fuel ignites in her eyes. | want to know what it is. 
What gorgeous spark just caught alight? | watch as she 
swallows—probably whatever smartass response she was 
about to say—how pretty the muscles of her neck move. | 


wonder, if | had my hand wrapped around it, would she tell 
me? 

“| have no fucking idea what rules you’re talking about.” 
The steely conviction of her tone and the fighting spirit in 
her glare make my cock twitch. Yes. Get mad, baby. Push 
me. See what happens. 

“The rule is that no one sits at that table that doesn’t 
carry the name Fox. And especially not some Putin-loving 
fucker.” 

She rolls her eyes. | wonder if she’d still roll her eyes if 
that smartass mouth was choking on my cock. “Well, no one 
told me that, asshole. And get your fucking hands off me.” 

She spits in my face, and while | wipe it off, my brain 
empties of every single thought except one: 

| think | fucking love this woman. 
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Hot Like Caramel 


Harlow 


consider not going to work the next day. Call in sick. 
Family emergency. Some other paper-thin excuse. Then | 
remember what | told myself yesterday: Stand up, push 
back, don’t let them see you squirm. 

Except he has seen me squirm. Worse than that, he’s seen 
me writhe. 

Just the thought of last night makes my cheeks burn and 
my throat tighten. I’m in so far over my head. It feels like 
I've dug my own grave and they’re already starting to 
shovel the dirt back in on top of me. 

When | got home last night, | didn’t know what to do. 
Didn’t know who to talk to. What would | even say? Hi, /’m 
Harlow and | let a psychopathic murderer finger me. And | 
liked it. Oh, and my best friend? Yeah, she’s one of his 
victims. 

I’ve felt a lot of things since Beth's death, but this is the 
first time | truly felt ha/ved. I’ve been angry and sad and lost 


and overwhelmed and scared and every other shade of 
emotion in between. But it wasn’t until last night when | 
stumbled into the apartment that | felt the absence of my 
other half as surely as | felt the air in my lungs or the blood 
in my veins. She was a part of me, and now she’s not. 

She was the only person | could talk to, trust 
wholeheartedly, and knew that she’d always be there. Until 
she wasn’t. 

Needing to feel close to her, I’d cracked open the door of 
her room and slinked inside. | felt like | had to tiptoe and 
stay quiet, like | was intruding in a sacred space. 

Everything was tossed and shuffled around from when the 
police conducted their search, looking for anything that 
might have pointed toward her killer. Her family portrait she 
kept on her nightstand was facedown on the ground. Her 
drawers were emptied, searched, and then her formerly 
neatly folded clothes were shoved back in haphazardly. 

My heart split open when | saw her favorite stuffed bunny 
from childhood ripped up the back, stuffing strewn out the 
torn seam. | choked back a sob before fetching my sewing 
kit and fixing it up. 

| intended to tidy the rest of her room back to how it was 
before the police came in like bulls in a china shop, but by 
the time | finished with the bunny, | was too tired. 

I’m so goddamn exhausted. 

| show up for my shift with my dyed hair slicked back into 
a tight bun. | can’t stand the color right now. It makes me 


feel dirty and cheap. | made sure every strand of hair was 
securely in place. | would not give that bastard the 
opportunity to play me by tucking a fallen strand behind my 
ear with a soft touch. 

Before | head back into the lion’s den, there’s one thing | 
want to do. My conviction builds with each ring of my 
phone. 

“Saxon.” 

“Hi, it’s Harlow.” As soon as my name slips out, | want to 
shoot myself in the foot. | look around me. I’m outside the 
coffee shop across the street, and I’m lucky | don’t see 
anyone who knows me as Amanda. 

“Miss Hargrave.” His tone lightens, | can hear a smile in 
his voice. 

“Would a confession work? To refute the false alibi.” 

“Miss Hargrave—Harlow.” When he switches to my first 
name, | already know I’m not going to like what he’s going 
to say. I’m regretting ever calling him. “If you know 
something, you need to come in and tell the police. And if 
you don’t know something, don’t do something stupid to 
find out. Please.” It’s an earnest plea, but he’s talking slowly 
and calmly like he thinks | might have lost my mind. And I’m 
not sure he’s wrong. 

“Just tell me, Leo. Would a confession be enough?” 

“You need to let us do our job. Whatever you're thinking, 
there’s no good way this ends. These are dangerous people, 
Harlow.” | grind my teeth, holding back my retort. | gave 


them Cash on a silver platter and they didn’t do jack shit. 
I’m the only person who’s seen the killer and lived, and | can 
identify Cash as that killer. 

“A confession. Would it be enough?” 

“Theoretically yes, but—” That’s all | need to hear. | cancel 
the call and shove my phone in my pocket, crossing the 
street with a new fire and purpose ready to ignite. 

When | walk in, all four Fox brothers are in the corner 
booth—their booth. The coldness that clings to them when 
they’re by themselves vanishes when they get together. It’s 
the strangest thing. They laugh, jeer, and talk animatedly 
like any other set of brothers. | can only describe the scene 
in front of me, as one slides his leftover burger to another in 
exchange for the rest of his fries, as jovial. 

And it pisses me the fuck off. 

When Cash spots me, he freezes, but only momentarily. 
Then he’s reclining back into the booth, spreading his arms 
over the back and trailing his wicked gaze down the length 
of my body. No better than Beer Guy. His brothers stop 
talking to see what’s suddenly got Cash’s attention. All their 
eyes are on me—it's a weight | can feel physically bearing 
down on me—and | think | might snap in two. 

It takes all the strength | have to roll my shoulders back 
and stand taller under their scrutiny. | Know what he wants. 
He wants me to blush and cower. He wants to see me firmly 
squashed below his heel, his dick hardening while thinking 
that he’s bested me, broken me. 


Feeling a spark of indignation, | sashay over to the table, 
letting my hips sway a little more than normal. “Boys.” | 
make a point to look each one of them in the eyes. 
Everyone but Cash. “Can | get you anything else?” 

“Amanda...” | pretend | don’t hear him. He doesn’t even 
know my real name, at least | can keep something for 
myself. 

“Dessert, beer?” They all shake their heads, grinning. | 
don’t know what Cash has told them about me or even what 
they know about him. But by the smug look on their faces, 
when Cash says my name again and | ignore him, they’re 
enjoying seeing Cash toyed with just as much as I’m 
enjoying doing it. 

“You Know, | may have some room left. What’s your 
favorite?” the young, blond one asks, flashing a quick 
whatcha going to do about it glance to Cash. 

“Hmm, | really love anything with whipped cream and 
strawberries.” | play it up and flutter my eyelashes. One of 
the brothers stifles a laugh. | can feel the tension radiating 
off Cash like steam. It thickens the air, forming beads of 
Sweat in the dip of my back. “So I’d recommend the fruit 
tart.” 

“I’m more of a salty versus sweet guy myself,” another 
brother says, a playful gleam in his eyes. “What kind of girl 
are you?” 

“I’d say she’s pretty fucking sour,” Cash grumbles. 


“Oh, | also like the sundae with the caramel when it’s hot, 
sweet, and dripping. You can’t help but /ick it up.” 

“That’s enough,” Cash growls, jumping out of the booth 
and dragging me away by the arm. 

My heart is pounding, but | do my best to laugh it off and 
call back to the boys, “I’ll put in one order of the fruit tart 
then.” Cash’s grip is bruising around my bicep, and | get 
such a rush finally getting under his skin. 

It’s only when he yanks me into his office and slams the 
door behind us that | realize | may have royally fucked up. 

He cages me up against the wall. His hand reaches for my 
throat but stops short, his fingers flexing, then tightly 
clenching into a fist. “Fuck,” he roars, and slams his fist into 
the wall next to my head. “Why do you insist on provoking 
me?” 

I’m too stunned to speak, pressing myself farther back 
into the wall, not knowing if that punch was intended for 
me. He pushes off the wall. My breathing is shallow as | 
watch him pace the office, shoving his fingers into his hair 
and pulling at the roots. 

“I’m going to go back out there now,” | whisper slowly, 
creeping backward toward the door, as if speaking to a wild 
beast. Because that’s what he Is, isn’t he? 

He looks at me then, his rich, green eyes like wide pools of 
a sort of melancholy | can’t quite describe, his brows fretted 
together. “I think that’s a good idea,” he grinds out through 
gritted teeth. 


Cash 


I’m not a kind person. 

I’m not a gentle person. 

| never have been, and | never want to be. 

So, it confuses the hell out of me when I’m lying awake in 
bed with the same thought on repeat in my head: Did | go 
too far? 

She didn’t tell me to stop. But she did tell me ! was crazy, 
unhinged, and what was that other one...oh yeah, 
pathological. Did she let me continue because she wanted it 
the way her dripping pussy claimed she did? Or—and | have 
to rub my chest to alleviate a foreign tightness—did she let 
me continue because she thought | would hurt her if she 
didn’t? 

I’ve done terrible things in my life. And I’m not scared 
she'll find out those things and think me a monster. Because 
lam and she'd be right. | realize with equal parts horror and 
fascination that I’m scared she’d think me a monster that 
would ever hurt her. 

I’m finally able to fall asleep with the promise that 
tomorrow | will show her that she'll always be safe with me. 


| wake up feeling good, feeling rested even. I’m buzzing 
with carpe diem energy and am ready to sweep my woman 
off her damn feet. 

But then she comes in while I’m having lunch with my 
brothers and pulls shit //ke that. And | lose it. | just fucking 
lose it. She puts on that fucking cheap-whore show, all while 
the smell of her cunt is still on my fingers? 

| can’t control it. My fist slams into my office wall and the 
look of fear on her face is worse than being shot. So much 
worse. 

But she does this to me. She makes me goddamn crazy. 
It’s all her fault. 

“I’m going to go back out there now.” Her voice is so soft 
and timid it breaks my fucking heart. That | was the one to 
smother the spitfire from minutes ago into this frightened 
little angel. 

“Il think that’s a good idea.” The sound of the door closing 
behind her is like a punch to the gut. 

To keep from spending the next several hours brooding, | 
distract myself by handling some business that I’ve been 
neglecting due to my newest obsession. It’s good, 
productive, and reminds me that I’m not some moping, sad 
sack. I’m a Fox, the top of the fucking food chain. A king. 
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A™ Cash’s outburst in his office, the rest of the day 
moves along at a snail’s pace. Tuesdays are never the 
busiest, and today seems especially quiet. There are only 
two tables seated right now, so I’m sitting at the bar with 
Stella, twirling the straw in my glass. “I heard some shit 
went down yesterday...you alright?” 

She levels me with her rich, brown eyes, and | know she’s 
too smart to bullshit. If she senses I’m withholding, she'll 
just dig more, and that’s exactly what | don’t want 
happening. So, | tell her the truth. Well, a version of it 
anyway. “Cash and | have a...history.” She wiggles her 
eyebrows and takes a dramatic sip of her gin and tonic that 
says, te// me more. 

“Well, it’s not really with me exactly. He knew my best 
friend, and their relationship was...toxic to say the least.” It 
feels like I’m spitting on Beth’s grave describing this 


fictitious relationship with Cash as merely toxic. How about 
deadly, lethal, violent? 

“You and Cash are still trying to figure out how to act 
around each other with everything that’s happened with 
your friend, huh?” She gives me a knowing look and tuts. 
“Like | said: drama queens.” 

I’m saved from responding when a middle-aged white 
man walks in. Our hostess greets him, but he mutters 
something we can’t hear and points to the table of diners to 
his right. 

“| should go grab an extra chair if he’s joining them.” 
Stella hops off the bar stool. 

The man says something to the patrons, and they get up, 
but not before leaning over and saying something to the 
table next to them. | watch curiously as the two sets of 
people scuttle out of the restaurant. 

The next thing | hear is the hostess screaming as the man 
pulls out a gun and fires at the corner booth. One of the 
brothers slumps down under a spray of red and the others 
starts yelling and firing back. Within seconds, the place is 
flooded with seven to ten men, streaming in through the 
front door, guns blazing. 

Before | duck down, | see Beth’s uncle. 

Bullets rain into the mirror behind the bar and glass 
sprays down. It’s so loud. | curl into a ball, covering my ears 
and head, and wonder why the fuck | didn’t climb over the 


bar instead. I’m too scared to stand up now. | hear bullets 
whizzing right above me. 

There’s angry shouting in Russian, and then a body slams 
into me, knocking the wind out of me as it blankets me like 
a Shield. 

| recognize the rich sandalwood scent instantly. 

There’s more incomprehensible shouting and guns still 
popping off, a noise that sounds suspiciously like a body 
being dragged, and then the distinct sound of the heavy, 
wooden front door swinging shut. The gunfire stops. 

There’s more sounds all around me, but everything turns 
into a distant buzz as Cash unfurls himself from around me 
and cradles my face in his hands. His palms are rough and 
Shaky, but they feel like the only thing keeping me from 
falling apart. 

“Are you alright?” His voice is hoarse and strained, and | 
stare back in confusion at the earnest look of concern in his 
eyes. “Fuck, please say something. | need you to be—to tell 
me you’re alright.” 

“I’m not hurt.” | don’t Know how | form the words, and | 
honestly don’t know if they’re even true because | can’t feel 
my limbs except for a tingle of awareness that they exist. 
That | exist. That | survived. 

“You’re gonna come home with me now.” Cash stands and 
pulls me up with him, tucking me into his chest. Just being 
back on my feet helps me come back to reality. 


“Why?” | must not have heard him right. It sounds like the 
man that was pounding his fist inches from my head a few 
hours ago thinks he’s taking me home. 

He cups my cheek and lifts my head to see the apologetic 
look on his face, which only confuses me more. His thumb 
strokes my cheek as he hesitates in his response. “Because | 
just put this city’s biggest target right on your back.” 


As my consciousness begins to trickle back in, the sickly 
panicked feeling fluttering in my chest doesn’t match the 
gentle touch on my forehead, softly stroking. 

Then my brain picks up on that musky smell of amber and 
tobacco... 

Oh, fuck no! 

| jolt upright and, while doing so, whack my head into 
something rock hard. Pain shoots across my scalp and down 
my neck. “Ah, Jesus Christ,” | hiss while my temples throb. 

“There’s my girl, always fighting.” Cash gives me a 
lopsided grin while rubbing his forehead. “Il expected a slap, 
maybe a punch, but a headbutt? Nice going, | didn’t see 
that one coming.” 


“It wasn’t on purpose, you raging idiot.” | groan and look 
behind him at the room I’m surrounded by. None of it’s 
familiar. And it says a lot about the current state of my life 
that I’m not surprised. “Did you fucking kidnap me?” One 
sentence | never thought I'd say. 

“Think of it as protective custody.” His lip twitches in 
amusement. 

The bedroom I’m in has old, brick walls but high, white 
ceilings with gold crowning. There’s a fireplace against one 
wall, and a Juliette balcony on the other, covered by sheer, 
white curtains. The only furniture is an antique dresser-and- 
nightstand set and the bed I’m currently sitting in. With 
Cash perched on the side. | pull the puffy, white comforter 
tighter to my chest as | glare at him and try to remember 
what happened last. 

The shooting. 

Beth’s uncle was there. Cash’s brother was shot. Probably 
others. Shouting in Russian. Cash diving to protect me. 
Telling me I’m coming home with him. 

Is that where | am, his home? 

“What am | doing here, Cash...how did | get here?” 

He sniffs and reaches out a hand to set on my leg under 
the covers. | draw my knees quickly up to my chest and he 
stares at the spot where my legs were, pressing his lips into 
a tight line. My breath stalls, waiting to see how he’s going 
to react. He’s unpredictable at best and explosive at worst. 


When he doesn’t say anything, | try another question. 
“Why did those people come to the Den?” 

“The fucking Russians.” He spits it out like it’s a dirty 
word. “They’re under the illusion that | killed someone 
precious to them.” My lungs squeeze painfully. Beth. 

| choose my next words carefully, not wanting to ruin all 
my hard work by giving away that | know something 
Amanda Jones shouldn’t. “Under the illusion?” 

“You've heard of the June Harbor Slayer?” | nod and try to 
swallow, but my throat is too dry. “His latest victim was the 
pakhan’s granddaughter.” 

My mind starts swimming, “I-l don’t know what that 
means.” 

“The Boss. Don. Head honcho.” | try to think of what | 
remember of Beth’s grandfather. He always seemed like a 
sweet old man. He kept a candy jar in every room, and 
never forgot a birthday. 

“Boss of what?” | think he owned a laundry mat or two... 

“The Bratva. The Russian Mafia. Hey, hey—breathe. Just 
breathe.” | don’t even realize I’m hyperventilating until he’s 
Cupping my face, and | realize | can’t make out his face 
because my vision is blurred with tears. 

My lungs won’t expand. | can’t get enough air. | can’t 
breathe. 

“Come on, in and out. Do it with me.” His voice sounds 
distant, but | can still feel his hands on me, so he must be 
close. | hear him inhale deeply and exhale slowly. On the 


next one, | try to match him. “That’s it, baby. Keep going. 
You're safe.” 

My heart is still tripping over itself in rapid beats, but my 
airway feels clear. I’m not suffocating. “And...and what does 
that have to do with me? Why am | here?” | wait for him to 
call me by my real name. To tell me he’s here to finish the 
job he started. The Russian Mafia is out for him, and I’m the 
only one who can identify him as the killer. 

“Because | chose you.” | blink away the water in my eyes 
and try to read his face clearly. He’s looking at me with 
those deep, green eyes like someone seeing the ocean for 
the first time. Reverent. It doesn’t make sense. “My family 
was under attack. My brother was hit. And | chose to protect 
you.” 

“Cash, please. | don’t understand what’s going on.” He’s 
speaking in fucking riddles and it’s only making things 
worse. | shake my head in confusion. 

“The Bratva thinks | killed their princess. And until | can 
convince them | didn’t, you will be in danger. They won't 
stop until they kill someone | love.” 

Someone he loves...| scoot farther away from him and eye 
him warily. “How did | get here Cash...” 

“You were in shock after the shooting, you couldn't be 
reasoned with. But | had to get you to safety, so | helped 
you take a little nap.” 

“So, you knocked me out?! Couldn’t be reasoned with? | 
think not wanting to be taken anywhere with a 


psychopath”—who may or may not be the June Harbor 
Slayer—“is perfectly reasonable.” 

“See, this is what I’m talking about. You’re not seeing the 
big picture.” He sighs as if I’m acting like an idiot. 

“Which is what, Cash? What is the bigger picture that I’m 
too stupid to see, huh?” | yell, my blood now thrumming 
with anger rather than fear. 

“Because | chose to protect you over family—the previous 
most important thing to me—the Bratva will now be after 
you. They think | took someone precious from them, and 
now they will try to take someone precious from me.” 

“So, what now? I’m just going to be locked up in here with 
you like some princess in a tower.” 

“No, baby. You’re a queen.” 


Pate 
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| convinced Cash to give me some space to “process,” aka 
figure out how to get the hell out of here. | think if he 
wanted me dead, | would be dead already. But just because 
I’m still alive doesn’t mean he isn’t dangerous. He thinks he 
loves me, and people do crazy things for love. Normal 
people. And he’s far from normal. Crazy is his baseline. And 
if knocking me out and kidnapping me is his version of 


protecting the one you love, | am in for one hell of a ride if | 
don’t get out. 

| obviously don’t have my phone. Cash may be crazy, but 
he’s not stupid. The bedroom door is unlocked and there are 
no bars on the windows, but we are six floors up, and 
without a fire escape, it’s a death sentence. But the lack of 
security makes me think he genuinely believes | will stay 
here of my own will, that | will somehow buy his twisted 
view of protection and just kick my feet up and relax. 

So | wait until the moon is high in the sky and the 
apartment is silent. | hold my breath as | turn the bedroom 
doorknob painfully slowly. Cracking open the door, | pause 
and listen. No men with guns jumping out of the shadows. 
No alarm blaring. Not a sound. 

Still hesitant, | tiptoe out of the room, gently letting the 
door close behind me. Cautiously, | creep down the hall until 
| can see a kitchen and living space up ahead. | spot a door 
with a peephole, and excitement zips down my spine. | was 
expecting Cash’s apartment to be huge and winding and 
that I’d be in a maze trying to find the front door. 

My feet are barefoot, my shoes in my hands as | try to be 
aS quiet as possible, slinking down the hardwood floors. 
There’s not a single light on in the entire place. Despite the 
cool temperature, my forehead beads with sweat. My eyes 
zero in on the door in front of me, scanning the wall next to 
it in case there’s an alarm pad. Surprisingly, there isn’t. | 


guess not many people are stupid enough to fuck with a 
man like Cash. 

| bite my lip as my breathing quickens the closer | get. 
Giddiness blooms in my chest when | reach the door. 

“Going somewhere?” Even if | weren’t in his apartment, | 
would recognize that cool drawl anywhere. My hand hovers 
above the handle, and | consider going for it and bolting. 
“You won’t get far, my men will stop you before you even 
make it to the elevator.” 

Infuriated, | spin around. As | do, a light flicks on, 
illuminating Cash sitting in the corner. The lamp is like a 
halo above him. Funny, | didn’t know devils got halos. 

“You can’t keep me here.” My voice shakes, and | hope he 
knows it’s from anger, not tears. 

“You step outside and you’re dead. Maybe not right away. 
Maybe you'll last an hour, a day. Hell, maybe a week. But 
they’ll find you and they'll kill you. And if you’re hoping for a 
quick death, bullet to the head, don’t get your hopes up.” 
He pauses to take a sip of whiskey. “They'll probably take 
their turns with you first. They will tear you in half, rip open 
every hole. And then once you’re covered in blood and cum, 
they’ll start the torture—” The wave of nausea building in 
my stomach crests, and | sprint to the kitchen sink behind 
me. 

My skin grows cold and clammy as | wretch into the steel 
basin. Gentle hands gather my hair and rub my back in soft 


circles. “But don’t worry, baby. | won’t let that happen. As 
long as I’m with you, they can’t hurt you.” 

| wipe at my mouth with the back of my hand, my 
esophagus still burning as | stand up straight. Gathering 
whatever dignity | have left, | turn to Cash. His face is 
ghoulishly handsome in the dark. He looks like a creature 
that belongs in the shadows. “If I’m going to stay here, | am 
going to need the bedroom key. And any copies. If you want 
me to feel safe, | need to have a safe space of my own.” 

He looks at me, equal parts suspicious and delighted. 
“Done.” 

“Really?” | can’t hide the shock in my voice that he so 
readily agreed to my demands. 

“Of course. Anything you want, it’s yours.” He takes a step 
toward me, placing his hands on my hips, and | shiver at the 
contact. 

“| want to leave.” 

“Anything but that,” he says with a dark chuckle, pulling 
me into this chest. He presses a kiss to my forehead and it’s 
so strangely domestic and intimate that my _ natural 
response is to melt into him. His t-shirt is soft against my 
cheek, and his chest is warm and hard. His arms tighten 
around me as he sighs into my hair. 

This should not be comforting. But it Is. 

| allow myself to indulge for a few more seconds, until | 
feel his growing cock against my stomach. Surprisingly, he’s 
the one to pull apart first. 


“You should probably go to bed before | fuck you until 
sunrise on every inch of this counter.” 

“Mhmm,” | mumble, turning away, grateful for the 
darkness so that he can’t see the flush burning on my 
cheeks. 

“I'll slip the keys under the door,” he says to my back as | 
head back down the hall. “And baby?” 

| pause without turning around. “Yeah?” 

“Sleep well.” 

| won’t let myself feel guilty about finding comfort in 
human touch. | think I’ve been through enough to allow 
myself that. Just for tonight. 

And tomorrow, I’m getting that confession. 


The keys are there when | wake up. Three identical keys on 
a little silver ring sitting on the floor a few inches from the 
door. | guess | will just have to trust that these are the only 
copies. 

| doubt it though. 

If my stomach weren’t growling, | would be tempted to 
stay in my room all day, just to see if Cash is really capable 
of respecting my boundaries. Too bad when | step into the 


hallway my _ stomach absolutely rumbles at the 
mouthwatering smell of bacon. There’s music coming from 
the kitchen too, soft R&B. ! 

The sight I’m greeted with is so unexpected, | actually 
pinch myself, expecting to wake up in bed. 

The big kitchen island is covered with plates and bowls. 
There’s cut fruit, berries, scrambled and sunny-side-up 
eggs, cinnamon rolls, bacon, a French press of coffee, and 
what looks like grits with cheese. The kitchen itself is sleek 
and handsome, there’s exposed brick like most of the 
apartment, and the cabinetry is painted a slate gray with 
modern finishes and expensive-looking appliances. The 
island counter is white stone, and the other counters lining 
the wall with the stove and oven are the same stainless 
steel as the restaurant. 

Then, in stark contrast, is Cash. He’s humming along to 
the music while chopping something with his back to me. A 
giant skull stares back at me with hollow eyes. The tattoo 
covers his entire back, the only thing interrupting the 
grayscale art is a raised scar, like a stripe, between his 
shoulder blades. 

My gaze roves the rest of him, a tingle of heat prickling 
my lower stomach as | take in his chiseled physique. | gulp 
when | remember his words from last night. 

You should probably go to bed before | fuck you until 
sunrise on every inch of this counter. 


And there’s certainly a lot of countertop to cover. 
Involuntarily, | imagine his hard, tattooed body over me, 
pinning me as he takes what he wants. The ripples of his 
inked muscles. The dark fire in his eyes. The rough, hungry 
way I’m sure he kisses— 

“If you’re gonna eye-fuck me all morning, you should at 
least buy me dinner first.” 

Red. Burning red. My cheeks are flaming, having been 
caught staring—gawking. | worry my bottom lip through my 
teeth, my eyes glued to my feet. “Il wasn’t—” 

“You can deny it if it makes you feel better.” He turns with 
a smirk and adds a cutting board of sliced orange to the 
feast on the island. 

“! feel overdressed.” I’m still in the same satin, burgundy 
Skirt | wore to work yesterday and a black, sleeveless top. 
Cash is in nothing but—fuck me—gray sweatpants. 

“You're perfect.” He tips his head to the stools, telling me 
to sit. “And hungry, | hope.” 

“You did all this?” | pull out a hairpin stool, and he pours a 
cup of coffee. 

“Milk or Sugar?” He ignores my question. 

“Why? And just milk is fine.” 

“| didn’t know what you liked.” He hands me the mug 
after splashing in a dash of milk. And what’s weird is his 
face is almost bashful. Not his usual cocky grin. Like maybe 
he really did all this just so | can have a breakfast | like and 
not as one of his power-driven mind games. 


“l usually just have cereal.” 

“Oh.” His face falls, and for the first time, | notice a light 
smattering of freckles across his nose. It crosses my mind 
that this may just be another manipulation. Manipulation or 
not, | am hungry as hell. 

“Hey, this sure beats Cheerios.” 


| soend most of the day in my room, not knowing how to 
cohabitate with a serial killer like any of this is fucking 
normal. Cash brought me a few sets of pajamas, tags still 
on, so at least | am comfortable. | tried reading some books 
| found, but couldn’t focus on the words. | spent most of the 
time on the bed staring up at the ceiling. Thinking. Planning. 

If Cash is going to keep me here, quasi-captive under 
some disillusioned notion that he cares for me, then | should 
at least be able to use it to my advantage. 

During breakfast, | noticed two cameras trained on the 
living space and kitchen. I’m sure there are more. Disturbed, 
| realize there is probably at least one in this room too, 
though | haven’t found any visible ones. | wonder if they’re 
recording audio too. If so, that would make my job a lot 
easier. 


| consider putting on one of the more revealing pajama 
sets Cash bought me, but don’t want to lay it on too heavy. 
Instead, | go with a powder-pink set of matching silk shorts 
and a short-sleeve, button-up top. Before stepping out of 
the room, | undo the top button. 

Cash is on a laptop in a vintage chair by the window. He’s 
wearing black slacks and a white undershirt, a gold belt 
buckle immediately drawing my eyes to his crotch. Which 
he, of course, notices. “See something you like?” 

“God, you really are desperate, aren’t you?” | try to come 
off slightly coy, slightly annoyed as | stroll into the kitchen. 

“Baby, desperate isn’t a strong enough word.” His eyes 
Sweep down my body at the same time he licks his bottom 
lip, and goddamn the butterflies that erupt in my stomach. 

“Can | make some tea?” | ask, trying to ignore the hungry 
look in his eyes. 

“Above the sink to the right.” 

When | open the cabinet, there’s mugs on the first shelf 
and on the second shelf are tea boxes: Earl Grey, English 
breakfast, rooibos, and chamomile. The usual suspects. I’m 
still deciding what | want when Cash’s body comes within 
inches of my back, his breath flicking the back of my neck. 
He reaches above my head, pressing his lean torso against 
my back and my heart skips a beat. 

“This one’s my favorite. I'll put the water on.” His abrupt 
absence makes me grip the counter for support. Get it 


together, Harlow. He’s supposed to be the one tripping over 
himself, not me. 

“1 could have reached.” | scoff and get two mugs down. 
When | turn back around, my throat knots. Tucked into the 
back of his pants, he has a black handgun. Is he trying to 
intimidate me? Because | didn’t quickly forget the lovely 
picture he painted of what would happen if | left this 
morning. Or are we truly in so much danger that, despite 
the men he claims are camped outside, he still needs to 
carry on his person? 

“So, what did you do all day?” | lean back against the 
island and cross my arms, but then think | better put my 
best assets forward. I’m not wearing a bra, and when | rest 
my palms on the counter, my breasts push against the thin 
silk. Subtle but effective, judging by the way he readjusts 
himself in his slacks. 

“You look good.” 2 

| don’t miss the fact he ignored my question but play 
along anyway, “Of course, you’d say that when you 
handpicked the outfit.” | don’t have to force the teasing, 
flirty tone. 

“Actually Stella did.” Oh. 

He takes a few steps to close the distance between us, 
and | think he’s going to cage me against the island. 
Instead, though, he mirrors my position on the counter 
across from me. “Of course, it would look better on the 
floor.” This is my opening. 


“Yeah, about what you said last night...” | bite my lip and 
trail off like I’m nervous. 

“Which part?” He cocks an eyebrow. 

“The part about the counters.” | look down at my feet, but 
not wanting to overdo the shy-girl act, | look right back up 
and into his smoldering gaze. 

“I’m not sure | remember.” He pushes off the counter. 
“You'll have to elaborate.” His voice is husky and 
Suggestive, and | don’t have to fake the blush creeping into 
my cheeks. 

“The reason you told me to go to bed.” His presence is 
closing in on me, even though he hasn’t taken another step. 

“You can do better than that.” His hand finds my hip and 
achingly slow, he glides his thumb over the satiny material 
of my shirt until his thumb brushes my skin. 

| sigh, partly to be dramatic, but partly because breathing 
is becoming harder. “You said you wanted to fuck me on 
every inch of the counter.” 

“Fuck, it sounds so much dirtier coming off your sweet 
lips.” His hand on my hip squeezes, and I’m ashamed to 
admit, | rock into his touch. 

“Well, | noticed the cameras. /f anything happened, would 
anybody else see it?” 

“If they did, I’d kill them.” He says it so blasé, but | know 
it’s not a figure of speech. “That work of cinematic art would 
be for my eyes only.” 


“Hmm.” | look off to the side and try to paint a light look 
of disappointment on my face. 

“What is it?” 

“It just seems like it wouldn’t be half as good without 
audio. Feels like a missed opportunity is all.” | shrug, and 
the devilish smile he gives me back makes heat prick my 
Skin. 

He laughs. “What makes you think there wouldn’t be 
audio?” 

“In all the crime shows | watch, there never is audio for 
any surveillance footage.” 

“This isn’t an episode of SVU. | have top-of-the-line 
security, which means HD color video streaming and full 
audio.” Before | can respond, the kettle starts whistling and 
Cash spins around to pour us our cups of tea. 

“I’m scared, Cash.” It’s not what | intended to say, but it 
slips out, nonetheless. 

“| know, but you don’t have to be scared of me. And as 
long as you’re mine, you don’t have to be scared of anyone 
else.” | want to argue and tell him I’m not his. I’m not a 
fucking object he can claim. But | tell my feminism to pipe 
down because now isn’t the time. 

| don’t know if I’m truly safe—especially around him—or 
not, but | do know he believes it to be. | can see it in the 
way his brows furrow, trying to convey how much he means 
it. His eyes soften in a plea for me to believe it too. 


Maybe this won't be as hard as | thought...Especially when 
he’s looking at me like that. 

| push off the island, flattening my breasts on his chest. | 
feel his breath hitch. | look up at him through my lashes and 
hesitantly trail a finger along the dark stubble on his jaw. His 
eyelids flutter close. “Look at me,” | whisper breathlessly. 
“Promise to keep me safe, Cash.” 

“Always.” He tucks a piece of hair behind my ear, and | 
turn my cheek into his palm, his breath again stuttering. 

“Kiss me.” His whole body tenses at my words but then 
melts just as quickly. He bends down to meet my lips while 
sweeping my face up in his palms. 

His kiss is searing but gentle, just ghosting across my lips 
as if he’s expecting me to pull away. When | don’t, the 
hesitation is gone in a flash and he growls, digging his 
fingers into my neck and jaw so he can crash down on me. | 
yield to his drive, responding enthusiastically but passively, 
letting him think he’s the one in control. 

He grinds his pelvis into me, and | let slip a soft whimper. 
He responds just the way | expected, diving in even 
hungrier, rolling into me as he sucks and kisses the length 
of my neck. | inhale sharply at the feel of his mouth, and it 
isn’t all pretend. In fact, very little of it is. 

He grasps me by my throat. Not in a threatening way, just 
a dominating, desperate way, like he’s aching for control but 
only if I'll give it. “Keep making those sweet sounds and | 
really will fuck you on every inch of this counter.” 


“Keep kissing me like that and | might let you.” His jaw 
ticks, and | know it’s time, he’s like putty in my hands. He 
kisses me again, deep, languid sweeps of his lips, and | 
wrap my arms around his middle, holding him close. 

My heart is racing, and | pray he can’t tell the difference 
between how he’s making me feel and the anticipation of 
what I’m about to do. 

One hand slides to his front to distract him while | fiddle 
with his buckle. And my other hand snakes farther back to 
wrap around the grip of the gun tucked into his waistband. 

My hand doesn’t shake, this is the culmination of weeks of 
work and even more heartache. | whip the gun out and 
shove it against his ribcage. 

He raises his hands with a smirk. “Damn, baby, you into 
that freaky shit, huh?” 

“Bite me,” | snarl and rotate until I’m no longer up against 
the island. | take a few steps back, holding the gun out 
strong and steady with both hands and aimed right at his 
fucking heart. Somehow he seems more relaxed at gunpoint 
than he was when | asked him to kiss me. 

What a fucking psycho. 

| swallow hard with a deep breath. “You know what | find 
incredible? You don’t even remember me. You were in such 
a bloody rage that | was an irrelevant detail in the 
background. A moment that haunts me with crippling 
nightmares and constant guilt, and you didn’t even commit 
it to memory.” 


“You're going to have to be more specific. I’ve done a lot 
of things that match that description.” His eyes are cold and 
hard, nothing like the softness from moments ago. 

“You may have the police tricked or bribed or however the 
hell you did it, but you don’t fool me, Cash. | know what | 
Saw, and! saw you murder my best friend.” 

Confusion, followed by understanding, flashes across his 
features. “The Russian.” 

“Beth! Her name was Beth, and you slaughtered her like a 
fucking animal!” | yell, and my voice is strained with all the 
permanent pain that night caused. 

He speaks so calmly, it’s unsettling. “And what’s your 
name, a chuisle?” 

“What?” 

“What is your name? Because it sure as hell isn’t Amanda 
Jones.” My mouth falls open, and chills erupt down my 
spine. Suddenly, the gun feels too heavy, and | fight to keep 
my arms up. 

“Harlow.” 

“Harlow.” |It’s smooth and sensual, like he’s rolling the 
word around his tongue, seeing how it tastes. “And, Harlow, 
why did you get a job at my restaurant, worm your way into 
my life? Why not go to the police?” 

Weeks of frustration bubbles up in me like a volcano. 
“Because they weren’t doing anything! | saw you that night 
and then | saw you at the Den. | fucking saw you and they 
did nothing. So, |-l just had to do something.” 


He nods understandingly. “You wanna do something?” I’m 
so surprised by him placing his hand around mine on the 
gun that | don’t pull away. Slowly he raises the barrel to his 
temple, my hand still tight on the grip under his and my 
finger on the trigger. His eyes latch onto mine with a strong 
hold, and he presses the gun harder to his head. “Then do 
something.” 
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The Alibi 


Cash 


t’s not the first time I’ve had a gun to my head, and | can 
tell she— Harlow—is more scared than | am.?! A given, 
since I’m not scared at all. Her hand under mine is 
trembling, and all | want to do in this moment—and for the 
rest of my fucking life—is to take that tremble away. Chase 
away her boogeymen, slay her monsters, settle all her fears. 

Except right now, I’m her biggest one. 

If putting a bullet in my head would ease her pain, I’d do it 
myself. Without hesitation. But it won’t, because I’m not her 
killer. A killer? Sure. But not the one she’s hunting. 

“Would you believe me if | told you I’m being framed?” 
Her blue eyes flash, trying so hard to put on a show of 
strength and conviction, but it is only flickering. | bet this is 
the first time she’s ever held a gun, let alone pointed one at 
someone. 

“Why would somebody frame you? I’m sure there’s no 
Shortage of crimes that you’ve actually committed.” 


“Revenge, retribution, money, to start a war...But that 
doesn’t matter right now. What matters is that you believe 
me. I’m assuming you’re the one who gave the police the 
description of my tattoo, correct?” She nods, and I’m 
pleased by the slowing of her anxious breathing. “Alright, so 
you must know then that my alibi for the time of the murder 
checked out—” 

And just like that, she fires back up, frustration turning her 
cheeks pink. “You’re some Mafia boss—” 

“Hey, I’m Irish, not fucking Italian—” 

“Interrupt me again, and | swear to God, | will put this 
bullet in your head.” | bite back my smirk and wonder if 
kissing her right now would count as_ interrupting. 
“Regardless, I’m sure coming up with a fake alibi wouldn’t 
be hard for someone like you. | bet half the force is in your 
pocket already.” She huffs indignantly, and | don’t think now 
is the best time to tell her it’s closer to three-quarters—and 
that’s not including all the other branches of government. 

“You're right.” She blinks twice like she can’t believe what 
| just admitted. “I’ve successfully created and used more 
false alibis than | can count. But | promise you, this one 
can’t be faked. | can show you if you’d like?” 

Her nostrils flare like she’s trying to decipher if this is 
somehow a trick. “You can keep the gun until you're 
convinced.” 

“Fine.” She bites the corner of her lip in an attempt to look 
tough, but only succeeds in making my dick harder. 


| lower the gun to the middle of my sternum, her hand still 
under mine. | keep my eyes locked on hers—soaking in their 
stunning depths—as | eject the magazine and set it on the 
counter. | want her to feel safe, but | don’t want her to hurt 
herself, and less bullets means there's less of a chance for 
that to happen. 

“There’s still a bullet in the chamber, so if you do decide 
to kill me, don’t miss.” | flick a small switch on the side. 
“And you'll want the safety turned off.” 

| wink, and she grumbles. 

| walk past her with my hands raised and let her follow me 
to the chair with my laptop. She keeps the gun pointed at 
me as | sit down. She stands behind me to see what I’m 
pulling up on the computer screen. 

| open YouTube and type June Harbor Pirates Kiss Cam. 

| scroll until | find the video I’m looking for. “Check the 
time and game stats,” | say before pressing play. | don’t 
watch the screen, | watch her. | know what she’s going to 
see, and | want to see the look on her face when she 
watches the end-of-game kiss cam zoom in on me. 

| know the moment the video shows me kissing a tall 
brunette in a Pirates jersey because Harlow’s jaw clenches, 
and it makes heat prick low in my stomach. She doesn’t like 
seeing me kiss someone else. Wicked satisfaction flares in 
my chest. 

Good. | don’t want to be kissing someone else. 


“So you see, you can call me a liar all you want, but there 
are about forty thousand people who can tell you different.” 
She draws her lips into a tight line and her brows knit 
together. She’s fucking adorable when she’s frustrated. 

“| thought you'd be happy to know you’re not fucking your 
friend’s killer.” | stand to look her eye to eye. 

“We're not fucking.” She flushes and tries to sound 
affronted, but | catch the slight waver to her voice, the hint 
of lust she’s so desperately trying to hide. 

“Oh, but we will be, a chuis/e.” It’s not a threat. It’s a 
promise. | trail the back of my hand against the heated skin 
of her cheek. “We’re endgame, baby, and if you don’t see 
that, you better put that bullet in my head right now 
because I’m gonna ruin all other men for you when | worship 
every inch of your body.” 

Her mouth opens and shuts several times before she 
finally says, “Who is she?” 

“You jealous?” The prick of heat in my stomach has 
expanded to a full-blown inferno, and every cell in my body 
is itching to touch her, fuck her, make her realize she has no 
reason to be jealous ever again. 

“No,” she spits, and | laugh. 

“Come on now, you should know better than to lie to me.” 
| glide my hand down her jaw to the slope of her neck. 

“I’m not lying.” Her resistance to accept what she’s truly 
feeling has blood rushing to my cock. The more she fights it, 
the more explosive it will be when she finally gives in. She 


can lie to herself, tell herself that our kiss was just a ploy, 
but | know better. She was fucking ravenous, and | was all 
too happy to offer up a feast. 

“Flushed cheeks, racing pulse...” | stroke her pulse 
hammering in her neck. “Increased, shallow breathing...” | 
drag my hand across her heaving chest then down to the 
waistband of her flimsy shorts. “And | bet if | was to slide 
under here, I’d find your pussy dripping wet for me.” 

She bites her lip and flares her nose, and | know I’m dead 
right. “Stop ignoring my question.” 

“I'll answer your question if you answer one of mine.” 

“Fine,” she readily agrees, and my mouth tugs into a 
smirk. 

“She’s an associate's daughter. I’d never met her before 
that night and what you saw was the first and last time we 
ever kissed. | haven’t thought about a single other woman 
since the second | first saw you.” 

“Oh.” She fights back a smile. | bet she’s trying her 
damnedest to come off ambivalent, but she doesn’t fool me. 

“My turn. Did you really think giant, red, heart-shaped 
glasses were the best undercover look?” She looks confused 
at first, but then | watch her face shift and eyes widen as 
she realizes what my question means. 


2“And the ice cream shop?” She’s tucked into the corner of 
the couch, her arm resting on the back of it as she props her 
head in her palm. We’ve been going over every detail of the 
past two weeks as she teases apart what I’d had a hand in 
and what was still an unknown factor. 

“| was dying to see how you looked while licking an ice 
cream cone.” She doesn’t look embarrassed or flushed 
anymore, just looks at me inquisitively like /’m now the 
mystery she’s trying to solve. 

“What if | had ordered a cup?” 

“| paid the guy behind the counter a hundred bucks to 
make sure you didn’t.” She laughs, and for possibly the first 
time, it is without a hint of stress, shame, or duplicity. It’s 
fucking beautiful. A sound I’d do just about anything to hear 
again. 

She yawns and rubs her eyes. “I should probably go to 
bed, but | still have so many questions.” The eagerness in 
her eyes makes my stomach twist. 

“And there will be plenty of time tomorrow to answer 
every single one.” | rise from the chair and offer her my 
hand. The corkscrew in my stomach twists deeper when she 


readily takes it. | pull her off the couch and can’t help myself 
when | clutch her to me. 

My arms wrap around her soft stomach, my fingers 
Spreading wide to palm the top of her full ass. | want to be 
the gentleman who gives her a polite peck on the cheek, 
then lets her go. | want her to know there’s something more 
to me than just burn and hurt and hard edges. Even if I’m 
not sure it’s true. 

But the moment she sighs and looks up at me, her perfect 
lips parted ever so slightly as her breath sluices in and out, | 
couldn’t define the word gentleman with a gun to my head. 

My hand goes from gently palming her ass to digging my 
fingers into the ample flesh as | pull her tight to me so she 
can feel the effect she has on me, my dick jutting hard and 
desperate between us. | bring my mouth down on hers, 
demanding it yield to me as_! mold her lips to mine, 
plunging my tongue past her lips so that | can taste her very 
essence. 

Her fingers aren’t gentle either as they grip the nape of 
my neck and pull me down to her. Her breathy little moan 
passes between us when | dive down to lavish her neck, and 
| can’t take it any longer, | have to be inside her. My body 
thrums with the need to feel her slick heat clench around 
my cock. 

Hungry and determined, | slide my hands down the back 
of her thighs and pick her up. Her legs instinctively encircle 
my waist, and she rocks her hips into me. | stride down the 


hall until I’m slamming her back against the guest room 
door. | release my hold on her, wedging my thigh between 
her legs as they fall to either side. | pin her with one hand 
on her hip, the other clasping her jaw. 

| grind my thigh up and can feel the heat from her cunt 
even through our layers of clothing. She doesn’t hesitate to 
match my movements, and a deep groan rips from my 
throat at the feel of her unapologetically using me for her 
pleasure. “That’s right, baby. Such a good girl, riding my leg. 
Can't wait to feel your pussy squeeze my cock when you 
ride it just like that.” 

As if my words break some sort of spell, she goes rigid 
and stops. Her hands slide to my shoulders and, while they 
aren’t quite pushing me away, they aren’t pulling me close 
either. 

“Tl, uh...l’m sorry...” 

“Stop.” Even in the unlit hallway, | can see the bloom of 
red creep across her chest as she looks away. | tilt her chin 
back to me so she can see the sincerity in my words. “Don’t 
do that. Don’t apologize for wanting me, because | sure as 
hell won’t apologize for wanting you.” 

“I’m just not ready—” 

“It’s all good, baby.” She swallows hard, and | feel her 
breath catch when | graze my lips against her hot cheek. 
“Good night, Harlow.” 

“Good night, Cash,” she whispers and stretches on her 
toes to return the kiss to my cheek. | step back so she has 


room to unlock the door and slip inside, giving me one last 
meek, but still gorgeous, smile. 

My back falls against the opposite wall, my skin humming 
with unspent energy, my cock already weeping in my pants. 
It’s not even a question of what | have to do next. 

Just two doors down is the Vault. The door from the 
outside looks just like any other door in the apartment, but 
is actually half a foot of reinforced steel—just like the walls 
that surround the room inside. Instead of turning the knob 
like the other doors, the knob swivels to the side, revealing 
a keypad. 

| don’t bother turning on the lights, just roll the mouse, 
and the monitor’s glow when the screen wakes fills the room 
with cool, gray lighting. The computers in this room have 
access to every single camera feed on every single property 
we own, use, or even have a remote interest in. | pull up the 
feed from the camera hidden in the crowning of the guest 
room. 

Orange glow from the streetlights spill into the room, 
giving me enough visibility to see Harlow shimmy out of her 
Shorts. | bite my fist at the sight of her bare ass. I’m dying to 
see if her cheeks are bruised with the imprint of my fingers 
tomorrow. Resisting the urge to zoom in and check now, | 
unbuckle my pants and let my aching cock spring free. 

| spit into my palm and wet my dick with a long stroke as 
She climbs into bed. I’m planning on fucking my fist while 
She falls asleep, watching her dark hair spill onto the pillow 


as she tosses and turns and the little crease between her 
brows relaxes as unconsciousness takes her. But instead, 
She slides her hand below the sheets and there is no 
mistaking the subtle movements that follow. 

Would ya look at that, my girl is a dirty little slut. 

Her hand works under the sheets, and her hips undulate 
as she gets herself off, no doubt to the memory of what just 
transpired between us. My chest growls as | rub my thumb 
over my tip, smearing the precum around the _ highly 
sensitive skin, my teeth gnashing, imagining it’s her 
instead. 

Flames race across my skin as | strip my cock, watching 
her sweet fucking mouth fall open on a moan. My other 
hand fumbles to turn on the audio, her soft pants now 
echoing in my ears and mingling with my own. The sound is 
so fucking erotic, even rooms apart, | throw my head back 
into the chair and squeeze my eyes shut, not wanting this to 
end so damn quick. 

She writhes under the covers, and | imagine her squirming 
beneath me just like that while | pin her down by the throat 
and fuck her into the mattress. Will her eyes widen in shock 
as | squeeze the delicate column, or will they roll back in her 
head as she gets off on giving up control to her basest 
needs? | thrust up into my fist, the skin of my cock fucking 
burning for release, my balls drawing tight. 

My eyes become glued to the screen when her other hand 
pushes her top up, revealing her perfect tits. She toys with 


her pert nipple, barely ghosting a finger across the pebbled 
Skin. | only realize I’m biting my lip when | taste the metallic 
tang of blood on my tongue. A goddess, a fucking goddess. 

It crosses my mind that maybe she’s putting on a show for 
me. I’m certain the camera is well disguised, but she’d be 
right to assume | have cameras covering every inch of this 
place, visible or not. She pinches her nipple and tugs it hard, 
moaning. 

Shit, shit, fuck. 

My orgasm is barreling fast, the base of my spine 
constricting into a tight knot begging for relief. But | want to 
fly over the edge with her. Not yet, | growl to myself. 

| zoom in on her face, wanting—needing—to learn every 
twitch and barely perceptible shift in her expression. Wanton 
pleasure dances across her face, and | grip the base of my 
cock as she digs her head back into the pillow. She’s close, 
so fucking close. 

| can hear it in the rapid pace of her breath and the stilted 
motion of her hand on her pussy, the desperate way she 
bucks up into it. My thighs flex painfully, holding my climax 
back just a little longer. 

But then, with one word ghosted through her lips, | come 
hard and violently, my cum coating my shirt and fist. | 
struggle to catch my breath as she repeats the word again 
while spasming with her own release. 

“Cash.” 
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Good Girls 


Harlow 


‘ve been running through possibilities in my head for 
hours. | fell asleep last night like a log of wood after 
finally alleviating the tension that’s been wound tightly 
around me ever since | met Cash. But this morning, | woke 
up before the sun and couldn’t go back to sleep. My mind 
refuses to remain silent. 

Is there a way the kiss cam footage | saw last night could 
be faked? 

CGI can do a lot these days. 

Lucky for me, baseball games are always. well 
documented. Aired on TV, snippets recorded by the media 
team, fans uploading on social media. If | can confirm the 
footage that places Cash at the game during Beth’s murder 
from various sources then...then what? 

Then | can fuck him without guilt? He's still a bad dude, 
like really, really bad. 


He may not be the June Harbor Slayer, but that doesn’t 
mean he’s a saint. Far from it. And I’d be extremely stupid to 
forget that. 

But the way he kissed me...the way he possessed my 
mouth like it belonged to him, the way he clamored for more 
like a starving man, and the electricity that shot through my 
veins at every sweep of his hands on my skin. 

Christ, none of that excuses all the terrible things I’m sure 
he’s done and will continue to do. 

Not to mention, this leaves me again in the dark about 
Beth’s murderer. The rea/ reason he’s even in my life to 
begin with. 

God, I’m so fucked. 

| just need to go out there and demand he show me every 
single second recorded and photo taken from that game. If 
he really was there, then | need to know beyond a shadow 
of doubt. 

| jump out of bed, throw on some sweatpants, and fling 
open my door. I’m fully prepared to say my piece before he 
even has a chance to speak. I’m not going to waver, waffle, 
or any other wa-word. 

But then, just as | step into the hallway, a door further 
down opens and holy mother of god. 

My mouth goes dry as my eyes sweep across every edge 
and divot of his abs and down to the delicious V above the 
towel. A water droplet slips down his abdomen, cascading 
over his tattoos, and | want to lick it up. His torso is an 


intricate scene that reminds me of a painting you may find 
on the inside of the Duomo. There are angels, a Madonna, 
clouds, eagle wings, and rays of light all blended together in 
a tapestry of black and white. 

“Harlow.” His voice is low and husky and tinged with 
warning. | drag my gaze away from the towel slowly tenting 
and up to meet his eyes. The raspy, desperate way he says 
my name prickles my skin. “If you’re gonna keep looking at 
me like that every time I’m shirtless—which is a lot in my 
own damn house—then you better be prepared to be 
fucked.” 

“Wha-what?” Breathe, remember to breathe. 

“A man can only take so much, Harlow.” There he goes 
again saying my name like that, raising the hair on the back 
of my neck. “And I’m hardly a patient man when I’m at my 
best.” 

He walks closer to me, his fresh, clean smell making my 
stomach flip and my pussy clench. Jesus Christ, Harlow, get 
it together. “Do you know how badly | want to spin you 
around right now and fuck you against the wall? Do you 
know what a fucking vision you would be with your hair 
wrapped around my fist while | force you to take every. 
Fucking. Inch?” 

He holds out a hand and stupidly, without thinking, | take 
it, caught up in trying to read the words down his ribs— 
something in Irish maybe. With fast and sure movements, 
he whips me around by the hand and pins me to the wall, 


my wrist above my head in his grip. My chest heaves as my 
breasts press into the hard surface, and my pulse hammers 
all the way down to my throbbing core. 

“Now spread your legs, a chuis/e.” | do as he says, and he 
clutches my hip with his other hand, pulling my ass out and 
arching my back. He gently thrusts his cock against my 
covered ass and my whole body is tingling, waiting, ready 
for him to rip down my pants. 

“Good girl,” he purrs, and my heart spins like a top in my 
chest. “And do you know what happens to good girls who 
follow directions?” His breath tickles behind my ear and | 
shudder. 

“They get fucked?” It's barely more than a shaky exhale. 
In fact, I’m not even sure | actually said it until | hear his 
dark, rumbly laugh. 

“That’s right, baby. But instead of my cock, I’m gonna fuck 
you with my fingers until you drench them like my good 
little slut.” He lifts my other hand above my head, “Don’t 
fucking move.” 

Then one of his hands slides to cup my braless breast, 
teasing the nipple through my shirt and the other slips 
inside the front of my sweatpants. He finds my pussy bare 
and wet, and moans. “Fuck, and no panties either...” 

“Cash,” | whimper, the anticipation getting to be too 
much. | either need him to fuck me or let me go because | 
feel like I’m about to lose my damn mind. 

“Yes, baby?” 


“| need it. Now.” 

“Fucking hell,” he hisses at my demand and sucks hard on 
my neck at the same time he thrusts two fingers into my 
begging pussy. 

“Ah,” | gasp, mumbling incoherently as he fucks me with 
his fingers while grinding against my ass. Tension coils in my 
core with every thrust of his fingers, the heel of his palm 
rubbing against my clit. 

“| want your words, a cChuis/e. Tell me how much you like 
it. Tell me how badly you’ve wanted this.” His words grate 
against my neck, and it feels absolutely pointless to deny 
him, but I’m not ready yet to admit the way I’ve craved his 
touch long before seeing his alibi. 

“You caught me at a moment of weakness, that’s all.” The 
words are acidic and bitter like bile as they crawl their way 
out. 

He rips his hand from my pants and wraps it around my 
throat, his grip trembling and wiping my own arousal on my 
neck. “Don’t fucking lie to me, Harlow. You think | wasn’t 
watching last night? You think | don’t know that when you 
touch yourself, you come to my fucking name?” Humiliation 
like I’ve never known floods me. How could | be so fucking 
stupid? 

He shoves me flat against the wall, my arms stretched 
painfully above me and his bare chest searing my back. His 
hand on my throat slides up to my jaw and the other knits 
into my hair. Forcefully using both grips, he wrenches my 


head to the side. “Lie to yourself, lie to the world, lie to 
fucking God himself, but don’t ever lie to me.” 

“I’m sorry,” | stutter, the way he’s pulling my hair making 
my eyes prick with tears. 

“! don’t want your apologies. | want your goddamn soul,” 
he rasps, and then he’s gone. 

I’m left catching my breath, both frightened and on 
fucking fire. He disappears so quickly, | wonder if | imagined 
it all. But the slick coating my inner thighs is all the 
evidence | need. 

“Fuck,” | huff and squeeze my thighs together, tension 
that moments ago was delicious is now frustratingly aching. 

There’s no rational thought left when it comes to him. Part 
of me wants to chase him down and demand he fuck me the 
way he’s promised. But the other part of me wants to storm 
out of here and take my chances with Russians. 

Like | said, there’s no rational option here. 


Thirty minutes later, Cash comes into the kitchen where | 
am finishing a bowl of cereal—yes, three boxes of Cheerios 
Showed up the day after | mentioned them. He’s still tucking 


his white dress shirt into his slate-gray slacks as he walks in. 
He looks up, almost startled to see me. 

“Listen, Cash—” 

“Harlow, you have to understand—” 

We speak at that exact same time, stumbling over each 
other’s words. He glances to the side, his tongue in his 
cheek, and he has that same almost-bashful look he had the 
morning he made me breakfast. 

“Ladies first.” He sweeps a hand out and dips his head. 

| chew on my inner cheek while | think about how to 
phrase this. But in the end, | just bluntly say, “Why me? You 
didn’t even know my real name until last night.” 

“How do you know that your hand belongs to you? How do 
you know your lungs are yours and yours alone?” 

| pinch my eyebrows together, tilting my head in question. 
“Cash...” 

He beats his chest with the flat of his palm. “You belong to 
me as surely as the heart that beats in this chest belongs to 
me.” 

| want to tell him that’s as crazy as it sounds. And while 
I’m convinced there’s a little—or a lot—of crazy in Cash Fox, 
| also can’t deny the fact that in a weird, twisted way, | 
understand what he’s” saying. There’s been~= an 
unexplainable connection drawing us together from the 
Start. 

It’s scary. He’s scary. But what’s more scary is | find 
myself nodding along. | stare blankly back, not able to put 


words to any of the tumbling feelings rattling in my chest. 
I'm saved by a sharp rap on the front door. The door opens 
and one of the Fox brothers walks in. 

He’s the tall, dark one with brooding, hooded eyes and a 
cold clings to the air around him. His skin is fairer than his 
brothers’, like he spends his days hiding from the sun. “So 
you haven't killed her yet, huh?” My throat is like sandpaper 
as | swallow at his words. 

“Fuck off, Finn. What do you want?” Cash asks, but Finn 
just looks at me. His stare is so intense, | feel like he’s 
reading every dark secret of my soul. 

“| have a way to get the Bratva to fall in line.” I’m 
transfixed in his eyes, trying to decipher the color looking 
back at me. It’s a swirling darkness, a color | can’t pin down. 
He reminds me of a fucking vampire. 

“Oh? Care to share?” Cash leans against the kitchen island 
next to where I’m seated. | get the feeling he’s trying to 
keep me included in the conversation. 

“Not in front of her.” And then | understand why. 

“You may be my brother, but | have no problem cutting 
out your tongue if you continue to have a problem showing 
fucking respect,” Cash responds with venom, and | shift, 
uncomfortable in my seat. 

“I'll wait out-fucking-side. Have your goodbye sex, but 
don’t take too long.” I’m sure my face drains of color before 
turning bright red. He slams the door behind him. 


Cash turns to me and says, “A goodbye kiss, then?” with a 
smile that would turn my panties wet, if | were wearing any. 
Really, it’s not fair how good looking he is. It’s completely 
and totally disarming. And I’m fighting with everything I’ve 
got to keep my walls from crumbling. 

“| think a finger bang in the hallway should more than 
suffice for this morning.” | cross my arms, and he groans at 
the end of a chuckle. 

“It doesn’t count if no one comes. I’m happy to try again.” 
His eyes darken, and he pulls my hips to the edge of the 
stool and steps between my thighs. Once again, | feel 
myself getting sucked into him. The hard planes of his 
thighs press against the soft, squishy inner part of mine. 

“How is your brother?” | spit out as he begins to lean in for 
a kiss. A kiss that I’m sure will be way too distracting and 
consuming. 

He stands up straight and, realizing he isn’t getting his 
kiss, strokes my collarbone with his thumb. “Don’t worry 
about Finn. He’s a bit odd, that one, didn’t get any of the 
family charm. Don’t take it personally.” 

“| meant your brother who was shot.” 

“Oh, Lochlan? He'll be fine, just a flesh wound. I'm 
honestly surprised it took this long for him to get his first 
bullet hole.” 

“His first?” | blanche. “You're expecting more?” 

“Baby, if | didn’t have the best surgeons on the East Coast 
on speed dial, I’d look like swiss cheese right now. This may 


be his first, but it sure as shit won’t be his last.” See, this is 
not normal! | internally scream at myself. | also remember 
the giant scar slashing across his back, and I’m sure as shit 
that it’s not from falling off his bike as a kid. 

“Now, | have to go and see what the little shit wants.” He 
cups my face tenderly with one hand, but | see the other at 
his side, clenching into a white fist. He dips down to just 
barely brush his lips against my cheek. “Be good.” 


| take the opportunity to explore the rest of the apartment 
now that I’m alone. Every door but one is unlocked, and | 
figure that’s permission enough. In addition to the room I’ve 
been staying in, there’s another guest room with an ensuite 
that looks a little more lived in. There’s a half-full laundry 
basket, an assortment of shower products, and books 
stacked on the nightstand. 

Then there’s the owner’s suite, which is shockingly cozy. 
Not the cold monochrome | would expect from Cash. One 
wall is painted a dark, forest green and another is a large, 
arched, loft-style window. The bed, with its linen sheets, is 
positioned in front of it, and | can imagine the sunrise 
streaming in. 


His walk-in closet is, however, everything I’d expect. Rows 
of neatly ironed and hung shirts and pants in gray, black, 
navy, and white. There’s also a glass case of watches that 
are probably worth more than the average person’s yearly 
Salary. 

My favorite part are the French doors that open up to a 
rooftop worthy of a hotel. There’s a covered bar and patio, a 
small but nice pool trimmed with decorative teal-and-white 
tiles. Attached to the pool is a hot tub gently rolling with jets 
On one end and a sun shelf with modern chaises on the 
other. 

Well, this sure beats my apartment. Haunted by memories 
of Beth and the life we had before...| was going to say 
before Cash, but that’s not exactly accurate if he’s not the 
killer. 

And there it is. That “/f” that lingers in my mind like a 
buzzing fly | can’t seem to squish. Will | ever be fully 
convinced? 

After exploring the back of the apartment, | decide it’s 
time to introduce myself to the men supposedly keeping me 
safe—captive?—here. When | open the front door, I’m 
immediately greeted by a person’s back as if he was 
standing right in front of the door, swiftly turning around. It’s 
a middle-aged Black man, with a leather shoulder holster 
wrapped around his white tee shirt and filled with handguns. 

| suck in an inhale, shocked to nearly collide with an 
armed man. | don’t know why I’m shocked. Cash told me 


exactly what or who was out here. Being confronted with the 
reality that | need armed protection makes me slightly sick 
to my stomach. 

“Miss, is everything alright?” His voice is gruff and low. His 
right hand immediately moves to a gun, and | hear shuffling 
footsteps from down the hall. He peers behind me into the 
apartment with hawk eyes while gripping the gun. | notice 
the footsteps are from a younger white man apparently 
hustling down from his post at the end of the hall. 

“Il, um—l’m Harlow.” The tension in their shoulders, like 
they’re ready to pounce into action, makes me feel like I’ve 
done something wrong, like calling 911 about a missing 
sock. “I just wanted to introduce myself.” 

The rigidity in the older man deflates with a sigh as he 
holsters the gun and offers me a small smile. “Well, Harlow, 
I’m Roman and this is Alfie.” He points to the younger guy. 

“Hey, how’s it going?” He smiles with a nod. He has the 
Same crew cut as the Fox boys, but a more pronounced skin 
fade down the sides and a mop of blond curls on the top. 
He’s tall and lanky in a red polo. 

They both seem rather warm, and I’m wondering if they 
really are here more to keep me safe rather than keep me 
in. “Hypothetically, if | tried to leave, what would happen?” 
Alfie raises a brow and looks to Roman. 

Roman is tall and broad, especially when he rolls his 
Shoulders back, widens his stance, and says, “I would 
strongly advise against that.” 


“And if | didn’t take that advice?” 

“I'd keep you safe by any means necessary. If that means 
forcibly keeping you from leaving, then that’s what I’d do.” 
He strokes his short beard, peppered with gray, and the 
corner of his lips tug. “Hypothetically.” 

“Hmm.” | narrow my eyes, wondering if it would be worth 
it just to try and see how far these men are willing to go for 
Cash’s orders. | decide against it when Roman gives me a 
knowing look as if to say, go ahead and try. “Well, do you 
guys want anything to eat or drink?” 

“Sure, that’d be gr—” Alfie pipes up, but Roman cuts him 
down with a glance. 

“We're fine, thank you though.” He nods, and | assume 
I'm being dismissed. | guess there isn’t really a point to me 
standing out here anyway when | never had any real intent 
on leaving. 

“Okay, well if you change your mind, you know where I'll 
be.” | laugh at my own joke and close the door. 

| return to my room, stripping down to only my t-shirt and 
climbing into bed. Back to my think tank. | wonder what’s 
behind the locked door. | was honestly surprised to find so 
much of the apartment available to me, but that’s probably 
because anything important is behind lock and key. 

What if the answers to not only Cash’s alibi, but also 
Doug’s mysterious identity, are behind that door? 

My mind swims, trying to consider all the different 
possibilities and unknown factors, and at some point my 


lack of sleep leads me to doze off mid-thought. Of course, 
by the time | wake up from my accidental nap, I’ve forgotten 
what | had been theorizing and decide these mental 
gymnastics can only take me so far. 

| slip on a pair of underwear and poke my head out of the 
bedroom door. “Hello?” | call into the quiet hallway. The 
apartment is just as still and empty as | left it. Perfect. 
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Want Me 


Cash 


ies Shattered mirror crunches under my boots’ soles. 
The Den is still in shambles after the shooting. | have 
been so focused on keeping her safe and planning our 
retribution that cleaning this place up has fallen to the back 
burner. Which is un-fucking-acceptable. 

Seeing the broken glass feels like swallowing the jagged 
Shards, ripping and tearing a path to my heart. This pub was 
my father’s wedding gift to my mother. It’s changed a lot 
since he first bought it over thirty years ago, but its soul has 
always remained the same. After she died, it became a 
living memorial. And seeing it in this state is like digging up 
her grave. 

“Roan, where are you on getting this shit taken care of?” | 
kick a broken table leg across the floor. 

“Two contractors have placed bids.” 

“! don’t care what it costs, | want it done. Just pick one 
and get on with it.” The crunching sound of glass continues 


as my brothers file out to the street behind me. They circle 
around me on the sidewalk outside. 

“| won't be available tonight. Anything you need from me, 
go to Roman.” | scan their faces and they all nod their 
understanding. “Okay good.” 

“Unavailable, huh? Alright, /over boy.” Lochlan smears a 
Shit-eating grin on his face, and | resist the urge to pistol 
whip it off. 

“Don’t worry, Lochy, one day you'll know something other 
than your hand.” 

“Hey!” he protests when Roan starts laughing and 
imitating a hand job. | leave while they continue their dick- 
Swinging contest. My skin is crawling after being gone from 
Harlow for this long. Our meeting was less than two hours, 
but | wasn’t able to check the apartment’s cameras that 
whole time either, and I’m itching for my fix. 

When | get home, Harlow isn’t in any of the common 
areas, So | slip into the Vault to see what she’s been up to in 
my absence. First though, | check the guest bedroom’s 
camera and find her dozing. Her legs are tucked under the 
covers, and her arm is draped over her eyes like she fell 
asleep haphazardly. I’ve learned she’s a fairly heavy sleeper 
and seeing her like this, all spread out and vulnerable, 
reminds me of the way | had her spread out against the wall 
this morning. 

God, she was so wet and needy. Her sweet mewls as she 
hated herself for wanting more. A more | was all too willing 


to give her, until she had been a lying cunt. The memory 
makes me want to storm in there and rip the covers off her. 
Make her bare herself to me the way I’ve been bared, raw 
and bleeding, to her. 

I’d flip her over and pump her tight pussy full of my cum, 
and if she protested, I’d shove her face into the pillow so | 
wouldn’t have to hear it. Because she’s mine. And | won't 
hear otherwise. Even from her. 

My hand flexes over the computer mouse as | force myself 
to change the view on the screen so I’m not tempted to 
change my mind and bust in there right now. | scroll back in 
time to watch the footage from when | was gone. I’m not 
surprised to learn she took her time alone to snoop. | was 
hoping she would. | want to know she’s as curious about me 
as |am about her. 

Half an hour later, there’s a sharp beeping alerting me 
that someone has tripped the alarm on the Vault door. | shut 
off the alarm and check the guest bedroom’s camera. 
Harlow’s bed is empty. Next, | pull up the hallway camera 
and smile at the computer screen. 

It’s endearing really—her brash overconfidence in herself 
or a severe lack of self-preservation. | watch, becoming 
increasingly amused, as she grows frustrated with the lock. 
She huffs the awry tendrils of hair out of her face and glares 
at the doorknob. 

Of course, no amount of time or hair pins will open this 
door. And unless she happens to accidentally press on the 


button disguised as a screw, she won’t even know the 
reason she’s failing. She stands, brushing her messy hair 
out of her face and throws her hands on her hips. She looks 
down at the doorknob like it is a misbehaving child. 

| realize now that she's not wearing anything under an 
oversized, white t-shirt except for a skimpy pair of 
underwear. | can just make out the full underside of her ass, 
peeking out from under the shirt’s hem. 

| want to pull her pouty bottom lip between my teeth and 
bite down until she yelps, but not let go until | can taste her 
bleeding for me. She may try to squirm away from me, but 
I'll soank her bare ass so she has nowhere to go but closer 
to me. But mostly, | want to watch her get all flustered when 
| open the door she’s been so intently staring at. 

| do just that, and the look on her face does not 
disappoint. She ranges from shock to fear to offense, like 
she can’t believe | would intrude on her litthe B&E moment. 

| lean against the door jamb and take in her ruffled look, 
not missing the way her thick thighs press together when 
She does the same as me. “Do you make it a habit of 
breaking into the offices of dangerous men?” 

“No,” she huffs. “Just yours. | didn’t know you were 
home.” She juts out her chin like that’s an adequate excuse 
for picking my lock. 

“Let me show you something, Goldilocks.” | press on the 
specific screw which allows the knob to swivel, and her face 
grows excited when she sees the hidden keypad. 


“I can’t lie, that’s pretty cool.” Her eyes soften as she 
looks up at me, her tongue tracing her top teeth. | watch the 
movement with something dark and hot brewing in my gut, 
wanting to see that same tongue lick me from balls to tip 
and then lick her lips clean after swallowing every drop of 
me down. 

| step out of the doorway and swipe my arm out to invite 
her in. She’ll be the first woman to ever step inside the 
Vault. “I’m not wearing pants...” 

“So?” | laugh. “Don’t get shy on me now, a Chuis/e.” She 
eyes me suspiciously, but enters. | can’t help myself, and | 
Swat her ass as she walks by. 

She whips around, and | shrug. “Cost of entry.” 

“Is this your stalker lair or something?” She scans the six 
monitors and the various different security feeds on each 
one. 

“Or something,” | mutter, coming to stand behind her, 
loving the way her spine prickles straighter by my mere 
presence. She subtly, as if it’s an unconscious movement, 
tilts her head to the side, drawing my attention to the 
stretch of her neck. Like her body is responding to me 
without her control, offering up her exposed throat. 

But then, she curls in on herself, crossing her arms. ?! | 
follow the angle of her head to see that she is looking at the 
live stream of her bedroom. “That is really fucked up, Cash.” 
She turns around like she can’t bear to look at the 
obliteration of her privacy anymore. 


“No, baby. I’ve never hid who | am.” | lift her chin with a 
finger so she doesn’t miss a single word. “What’s fucked up 
is you coming to my name, then pretending you don’t want 
me, even when | fucking know you think of me when you 
touch yourself.” Hot air fills my chest, the same beast that 
wanted to barge into her room and pump her full of me 
resurfacing yet again. Electricity races through me as | 
decide this littke game is coming to an end, right now. | 
crowd her until her back hits the desk. 

“I’m tired of waiting, a chuis/e. You’re gonna tell me right 
now that what you feel for me is eating you up inside, the 
same way that my feelings for you have devoured me 
whole, or so help me god—” 

She grabs my hand and brings it to cup between her legs. 
She raises her eyebrows at me as if to say, see? | laugh. “1 
am well aware of how your body reacts to me, baby. | know 
your pussy begs for me. But | want you to beg for me. If all | 
wanted was your wet cunt, I’d have taken you that night in 
the Den’s kitchen.” 

She sucks in a shaky inhale. “You’re imagining it right 
now, aren’t you?” | pull her panties to the side, and she 
shudders when | graze my finger through her heat, just 
barely parting her lips. “You would have liked it too—though 
you'd never admit it. You would have fought me at first. And 
it would have only made me harder—your little pleas, your 
fright fueling your arousal, the sound of mingled pleasure 


and pain you would have made when | slammed into your 
tight little pussy.” 

“That sounds a lot like assault, Cash.” She tries to sound 
tough, but her pupils dilate, and her telltale blush reddens 
her cheeks. 

“No, baby. That's just me taking what’s mine.” | trace her 
jaw with the back of my hand, a tender touch to contradict 
the brutality of my words. | like the way | can see her 
fighting with herself, | like Knowing that | have fucked her up 
as much as she has fucked me up. And | like— 

Her slap makes my head snap to the side. Before her hand 
can recoil, mine strikes out and wraps around her wrist. 
She’s not a dainty woman, but when my blood starts 
pumping like this, | feel like | could snap her like a twig. 
When it comes to physicality and aggression, | don’t think, | 
just react. My body is a well-honed weapon that requires no 
thought to utilize. 

| ignore whatever garbage she is stuttering and snatch up 
her other wrist. | spin her around and shove her over the 
desk, stretching her arms out and pinning them above her 
head in one of mine. 

The first strike leaves a brilliant, red handprint on her ass. 
The sight of it loosens the knot made of fiery rope in my 
chest. But only a little. So, | don’t stop. 


Harlow 


2 The first strike stuns me. The next one maddens me. 
The one after that finally sours me into action and | fight his 
hold. He laughs, a bitter, antagonizing sound. /’m doing 
exactly what he said | would. 

Fight back all while getting hotter and wetter. 

| try to kick back at him, but only succeed in spreading my 
legs wider. “That’s it, baby, spread ’'em wide for me.” 

He’s enjoying this. The sick fuck. 

I’ve been biting my tongue after the shock of the first, 
refusing to give him the pleasure of my cries. But the next 
Slap lands on my pussy, snapping me out of my incensed 
focus with a jolt of pleasure making me whimper loudly. 

“Good girl, let me hear you.” He’s breathing heavily, 
exerting himself by the force with which he is raining down 
on me. | try to hold back on the next strike, but it’s a 
hopeless endeavor. 

The sharp, burning impact to my clit is like nothing I’ve 
ever felt before, leaving behind a toe-curling tingling. My 
heart flutters with anxiety between each slap. | don’t know if 


I’m anxious because I’m dreading another or desperate for 
another. 

The ride to my climax isn’t steady or smooth, it comes 
fast and swift like the slaps themselves. I’m teetering on the 
edge, half floating, half anchored by his bruising grip on my 
wrists. My mewls become more and more anguished as 
every slap brings me so close to release but never quite 
there. 

“Do you want me to stop? Or do you want me to let you 
come?” he rasps, and the sound of his voice is like a salve 
to my stinging flesh. 

“Mhmm,” is all | can manage, sweat dripping into my eyes 
and down my spine. 

My head is being wrenched back and I’m peeled off the 
desk. He releases my hands but digs into my hair, pulling 
Sharply. My back is arched uncomfortably far as he brings 
his face to mine. “You'll answer me when | ask you a 
question.” The threat is like black ice in his eyes, slippery 
and dangerous. 

There’s only one answer worth giving. 

“Let me come.” | sigh like I’m surrendering in defeat. 

“Then you better start begging like a grateful whore.” | 
was expecting something like this, but his words still whip 
me in the face, demeaning and degrading. 

“Please, I’m so close,” | whimper. 

“Please what?” Our eyes are locked, and the tension 
between my thighs intensifies knowing that this man is 


going to break me. 

And I’m going to love every second of it. 

“Please make me come, Cash.” 

He releases his tight hold of my hair and exchanges it with 
soothing strokes. “Take off your panties and get on the 
desk,” he whispers, grazing the shell of my ear and making 
me shiver involuntarily. 

One side of the walk-in-closet-sized room is a long desk, 
mounted to the wall. Down a bit are the computers and 
tech, but where | am, there is nothing but space to spread 
me out on. | shimmy out of my soaked panties and hop onto 
the desk as he fetches two rolling chairs from further down. 
He places them on either side of my dangling legs, then 
takes a few steps back. 

“A foot on either chair,” he instructs while his gaze soaks 
me up, and | can feel the pull deep in the pit of my stomach. 

Slightly confused, | push the chairs together and pull up a 
leg to set a foot on each one. “Wider, a chuis/e. Let me see 
your hot, glistening cunt. | bet | can see how it weeps for me 
even over here.” My heart picks up, but | do as he says, 
opening myself up to him as | wheel the chairs apart. “Such 
a good girl. Do you remember what happens when you 
listen like my good little slut?” 

He takes a step closer and my temperature spikes. “Good 
girls get rewarded,” | reply under my breath. 

“That’s right, baby, only obedient sluts get to come.” He 
closes the distance between us, and my breathing stutters. 


He smirks, having caught my reaction to him. 

| squeeze my eyes shut as he drags his fingers through 
my swollen lips, still smarting from being spanked. “So wet 
for me,” he groans, and | notice the first crack in his cool 
facade as he swallows hard through a tight jaw. 

His hands spread wide and palm my inner thighs. My 
muscles both melt and draw tight at his touch, wanting 
more but alSo wanting to push away. | reach for his belt, but 
he stops my hands. “Lean back, baby. Didn’t | say this is 
your reward?” | swallow hard, but can’t help doing what he 
says, like he has hypnotized me with his slow, husky drawl 
and the promise of an earth-shattering orgasm. 

“Now, you understand why | had to do what | did, right?” 
He continues without giving me the chance to reply, “You 
were under the impression that you don’t belong to me. 
That | don’t own you. Your every breath, every beat of your 
heart, every fucking drop of blood in your veins is mine. But 
don’t worry, a chuisle. Do you remember what else | said 
that night?” 

| am entranced by the soft circles his thumbs are drawing 
on my thighs and the way he went from seeing red to 
smooth talking and soft murmurs. “That you always protect 
what’s yours.” The words spill from my mouth with a hollow 
ringing in my ears, realizing he meant exactly this that 
night. | had muttered something about being his employee, 
and he had laughed. | guess the joke was on me. 


“And | take care of what’s mine,” he says into the space 
between our lips as he brushes his lightly over mine. So 
light, | wonder if he even meant it. But then he lowers to his 
knees and my core clenches at the sight. 

“I may be responsible for your pain’—he drags his nose 
along my inner thigh, his words a light tickle of breath. He 
bites down on the soft flesh, and | moan. It hurts but in a 
way that sends sparks up my legs—“but I’m also responsible 
for your pleasure...” He trails off as he swipes the flat of his 
tongue through my pussy and ends the long stroke with a 
flick of my clit. His fingers dig into the fat of my thighs as 
my legs quake from his touch. 

“Fuck...l’mM So sensitive, Cash.” | gasp when he lowers 
back down and sucks the bundle of heightened nerves into 
his mouth. 

“That’s the fucking point, a chuis/e.” His eyes flash up at 
me, and | know | just sealed my fate. The wicked gleam in 
his eyes tells me that if gentle is what | want, it’s the exact 
opposite of what I’ll get. He pinches my thigh hard, proving 


my point. 

He continues to meet my eyes as he slowly sinks two 
fingers into me. “If it gets too much, say red.” | nod, 
comforted with a safe word. “And | might consider 


stopping.” Never mind. 

Then he’s fucking me with his fingers, curling them and 
drawing them out slowly before pushing back in. At the 
Same time, he worships my pussy with a lavish tongue. He 


follows a pattern of lightly teasing the delicate flesh around 
my clit before bearing down directly on it with a heavy, wide 
stroke. Each time, | instinctually draw my legs together, but 
he just pushes them farther apart, the chairs rolling farther 
away each time. 

| become lost in this cycle of torture and pleasure, deaf to 
my moans that give away exactly how much | am enjoying 
this. I’m wanton, not hiding anything, and by the way he’s 
lapping me up, | Know he thinks he’s won. 

And maybe he has. Because right now, all | can think 
about is the coil of building rapture making me sweat and 
tangle my fingers in what hair of his | can grab hold of. 
“Fuck, Cash,” | mewl and start chasing my high more 
desperately, grinding against his face while | hold his head 
tight to my pussy. 

He groans. A delicious, satisfied sound, like by rocking my 
hips I’m giving him all he’s ever wanted. “Make a mess of 
me, baby. My good fucking girl.” | glow at his praise and 
continue my precise and hungry movements. 

My throat tightens as my orgasm crests, my breaths 
becoming choppy as every muscle in my body contracts 
with unbearable tension. “Oh god, fu-fu—” My screams clog 
my throat as Cash lashes my clit with his tongue, and | burst 
into a shower of pure euphoria. 

He gradually lets up in pace with my falling climax until 
I’m no longer a quivering mess. He stands and uses both 
hands to push the sweaty strands of hair from my face as he 


tenderly holds my face. “See how good | can make it for 
you?” Without another word, he kisses me as | nod, blissed 
out. He kisses me again, languid and unhurried. 

| melt against him, resting my arms over his shoulders 
and feeling intoxicated from the taste of me on his lips. | 
don’t know how long we are like this, seconds or minutes. 
He moves from my mouth to kiss a trail up the underside of 
my jaw to the delicate patch of skin behind my ear and 
rasps, “Now get on your knees.” 

“Wha-what?” | stumble over my words, still in my post- 
orgasm haze. 

“Get on your knees before | make you.” | blink, confused 
by the sudden change in tone, but slide off the desk. My 
legs wobble as my feet land, making it easy to sink to my 
knees. 

All the warmth | just felt is zapped from me as | stare up at 
the menacing darkness in Cash’s eyes. “Look what you do to 
me.” He forces my head up with a painful grip on my bun, 
holding me face to face with the bulging crotch of his pants. 
“Now be a good girl and take care of it.” His jaw ticks, and | 
realize that he’s expecting a protest. 

He wants a protest. 

So instead, | don’t hesitate to unbuckle and unzip his 
pants. | rub my palms up his legs, getting a kick out of the 
way his thighs flex under them. “Take it out, slut.” 

| pull his pants and briefs down his hips and firm ass, 
letting my nails drag almost accidentally across his tense 


cheeks. He is rigid and wound so tight. | realize that the 
abrupt change in demeanor is because he knows how to 
give gently, but not how to take gently. 

He only knows how to take with force and brutality. 

| don’t fully understand what this revelation means, but 
when he tightens his grip on my hair as | pull out his cock, it 
doesn’t feel as cruel as it did just moments ago. 

| hold my tongue out, and he groans as he drags the head 
of his cock over it. | swirl around the tip, a burst of saltiness 
hitting my tongue. On the next swirl, | look up at him, his 
eyes hooded and dark. “Do you want to fuck my mouth?” 

“Shut the fuck up and suck.” His hips punch forward, and 
he forces his way into my mouth as he holds my head in a 
vice. Again, I’m taken aback, | don’t know why I’m still 
surprised, but | am. His thick head nudges the back of my 
throat, and | try to relax but can’t with his punishing thrusts. 
| gag, and he smirks. 

“Choke on it, you filthy little slut.” He pushes my head 
down, and my eyes water. | hum around his length and he 
twitches in my mouth. “Fuck, do that again.” 

| hollow out my cheeks and begin bobbing to my own 
rhythm, and he loosens his grip. “God, you take me so well. 
So fucking good, baby.” His head rolls back and I’m not sure 
he’s even aware he’s still talking. “You can try to fight it, a 
chuis/le, but this is where you belong...on your knees or on 
your back, it doesn’t matter. We were made for each other. 
You're my perfect queen.” 


A chill spills down my arms as | process the assuredness 
with which he speaks. 

“Mine, fucking mine,” he growls and he picks his thrusts 
back up while | continue to suck up and down. His pelvis 
jerks forward and he hisses, “Shit, shit—Take that fucking 
thing off.” He nods to my shirt as he pulls his cock out of my 
mouth. 

He strips his cock with heavy strokes and the crease 
between his brows is both beautiful and frightening. “Take. 
It. Off,” he barks again, voice strangled with his impending 
release. 

| rip my shirt off and he yanks it from my hands, his 
nostrils flaring. “I’m gonna paint your tits, baby. I’m gonna 
mark you up so you'll never doubt again who you belong 
to.” My heart races, and not in an unpleasant way, as | push 
my chest forward. It only takes a few more seconds until 
he’s coming with a gritted curse. 

His orgasm shoots out, and he coats my breasts with hot 
cum. Then he takes a finger and smears his cum, tracing 
three letters: F...0...X. 

Still panting like a mad dog, he wipes his cock and finger 
off with my shirt before throwing it back at me like he’s 
tossing it in the bin. He doesn’t spare me another glance. 
“Clean yourself up. Stella will be here in twenty minutes to 
get you ready.” 

“Get me ready for what?” | ask his retreating back. 

I’m answered only by the slamming of the door. 


Twenty minutes later, and after I’ve washed the cum off me 
with a wet washcloth like a cheap trick, Stella arrives. She 
waltzes in looking both casual and elegant in joggers and a 
Nike crop. Gold waist beads pop and sparkle against the rich 
brown of her stomach. Alfie trails behind her, carrying half a 
dozen shopping bags. 

“Hey, babe.” She smiles warmly, then frowns slightly as 
she assesses me from head to toe. “When was the last time 
you showered?” 

“Uh...” | think back and realize | haven’t showered since 
the morning of my shift the day of the shooting. “A few 
days.” 

“Go do that, then let’s talk.” She laughs and makes her 
way to the fridge. “In the meantime, I’m going to raid the 
fridge. The boy always keeps the fanciest cheeses, even 
though he’s painfully lactose intolerant. I’m starting to think 
he only buys it for me.” She moves about his kitchen like 
she’s been here a thousand times. It doesn’t take her five 
tries to open the right drawer or cabinet like me. 

There’s an unusual pinching in my chest that | assume at 
first is jealousy. She obviously knows Cash better than me 


and spends enough time here that he keeps her favorite 
foods stocked. 

But as | watch her make herself a cheese plate and open a 
bottle of wine, | realize it’s not jealousy. It’s relief, safety, 
comfort. Cash is violent, intense, and unpredictable, yet 
Stella feels comfortable and relaxed in his apartment, 
treating it as her own. 

In the shower, | continue thinking about Cash and his 
confusing words. 

When he said he loved me, my first thought was you don’t 
know what love is. He’s too detached from the real world, 
too tied up in being a king, to understand something as 
simple and human as love. But then a moment like this, or 
when he’s stealing fries from his brother’s plate while 
laughing, makes me think that maybe I’m wrong. 

There’s a flutter in the pit of my stomach when | imagine 
Cash being this version with me. The version that made 
breakfast for an army because he didn’t know what | liked. 
Not just the version that slams me against walls, thrusts his 
fingers into my pussy, makes me gag on his dick, and flies 
into a rage when | say something he doesn’t like. 

Though I'd be lying if | said | wasn’t attracted to that 
version of Cash Fox too. 

| stand in front of the mirror as | towel and twist my wet 
hair up. | catch a glimpse of a small, purplish mark near the 
back of my neck. My core instantly pools with heat, and my 
stomach drops in a giddy way remembering how | got it. 


My hand ghosts across my chest. “/’m gonna paint your 
tits, baby. I’m gonna mark you up so you'll never doubt 
again who you belong to.” 

Next, it slides down the pillowy curve of my stomach, still 
hot and dewy from the shower, as | recall his lust-filled 
growl: 

“Do you know what a fucking vision you would be with 
your hair wrapped around my fist while | force you to take 
every. Fucking. Inch?” 

My mouth waters as | remember those inches sinking past 
my lips and over my tongue. | rest one hand on the 
bathroom counter while the other continues to slide lower. 

Spread ’em wide for me... 

My good fucking girl... 

Choke on it... 

Knock, knock! 

| jump back and rip the towel from my hair, wrapping it 
around my body. My heart is pumping like | just got caught 
watching porn. “Do you want to do hair or clothes first?” 
Stella calls through the bathroom door. 

“Either,” | yell back, hoping she can’t hear the dirty 
thoughts running through my voice in my head. | throw back 
on the sweatpants and shirt | was wearing before and open 
the door. 

Stella is sitting on my bed, surrounded by dresses laid out 
and stacks of folded clothes. She hops off when she sees 
me. “Alrighty, let’s do this.” 


“Stella, what exactly are we doing?” 

She rolls her eyes in mock annoyance. “Of course, he 
wouldn’t tell you. He said he was taking you out, and you 
don’t have anything appropriate here. He also asked me to 
pick up some more things that aren’t just house clothes.” 
She nods to the stack of clothes, and | spot a bikini in the 
Mix. 

“Il have plenty of clothes at my place.” | shake my head, 
feeling weird that Stella has been sent on personal shopping 
missions for me. She’s a restaurant manager, not Cash’s 
errand girl. 

“Don’t get all awkward now. Having free rein with Cash’s 
credit card wasn’t exactly a chore, and you are not the only 
person | went shopping for.” She winks and looks down at 
her shoes, which | now realize are new, pristine, white 
sneakers. 

“Listen, | don’t know much about what’s really going on 
between you two, but | do know that Cash is absolutely wild 
about you. | have never, not once in the decade I’ve known 
him, seen him place anything—or anyone—above his 
family.” My chest expands as | take in her words. 

“That boy is certifiable, Lord knows it. But I’ve never seen 
him more clearheaded about anything than when he is 
talking about you.” 

My jaw tightens as emotion chokes me. “I guess this is 
where you tell me to never break his heart, or else.” | force 


out a chuckle, desperate to change the tone of this 
unexpected conversation. 

She scoffs. “Cash Fox doesn’t have a heart to break. At 
least not one like you and | have.” 

If that’s true, then I’m going to have to be even more 
careful with mine. 
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Reservation for Two 


Cash 


VI y heart is pumping so loud | can hear the beat hollow 
in my ears. Can she hear it too? The angry bitterness | 
harbored earlier today has dissipated after | soent myself in 
the Vault and I’m left with only this edgy excitability. 

The last time | remember feeling this way was when | 
aimed my gun at the first person | would ever kill. There are 
some lines that when you cross them, there’s no going 
back. | reach across the center console of my car to place a 
hand on Harlow’s thigh. 

Just the feel of her makes my breathing accelerate. She 
hasn’t said a word since she got in the car, and I’m not sure 
what to make of that. But | take the fact that she doesn’t 
remove my hand as a good sign. Especially given that when 
| saw her last, it was on her knees covered in my spunk. 

| needed to get myself under control, so | left and spent a 
few rounds at the range with Lochlan. And when | came 
home—Christ. There she was, standing in my living room 


looking like a fucking goddess in a simple, black dress. I’m 
not a religious man, but goddamn if she didn’t make me 
want to drop to my knees in worship. 

When she rests her pinky on top of my hand on her thigh, 
| decide that the silence is absolutely fine. A few minutes 
later, we are pulling up to the back entrance of my club. We 
park in the underground private garage, and | rush around 
to open her door. 

“So, is this where you take all your victims?” She takes my 
hand as she steps out, leaning forward enough to reveal a 
line of sight down her cleavage. Fuck, she has perfect tits. 
And when she’s not wearing a bra, like right now, it takes all 
my strength to not rip down her dress and suck a nipple into 
my mouth. | know just how I'd do it too. Soft and teasing at 
first with a swipe of my tongue, but then I’d bite down with 
my teeth. I’ve rewatched the footage of her masturbating a 
dozen times, and | know the exact look of pained euphoria 
that crests on her face when she pinches her nipple. 

And fuck, do | want to be the one to put that look on her 
face. 

“Jesus Christ, Cash.” She scoffs, and | know I’ve been 
caught staring. “For someone with so much objection to 
being eye-fucked, you sure know how to do it yourself.” 

“Oh baby, | don’t object.” | wrap my arm loosely around 
her waist and lead her toward the club door. Leaning in, | 
graze my lips across the hickey on her neck—I like to think 


she wore her hair up tonight to show it off. “But | also don’t 
need permission to look at what’s already mine.” 

She huffs indignantly and tries to pull away, but | only 
yank her closer to my side. 

| lead her through the staff corridors, enjoying the slight 
shudder she gets when | stroke my thumb over the swell of 
her hip or glide my hand down just a tad to brush against 
her ass. Usually the Phantom would be buzzing as guests 
transition from happy hour to nightlife, but | have the whole 
place closed tonight. 

Phantom Nightclub is a decommissioned opera house. 
When | bought it, it had been sitting unused for fifteen 
years, and | spent the good part of a year renovating it back 
to its original glory. Everything is still all gold and red velvet, 
but the ground-floor seating has been replaced with a dance 
floor. | wanted to maintain the classy experience, so all the 
staff wear classic black tuxedos. Instead of smoke machines 
and flashing neon lights, the space is lit with a complex 
system to create the perfect balance between luxury 
ambiance and high-energy nightlife. 

As we step out of the hallway and onto the main floor, | 
drink in every inch of Harlow’s face as she takes in the 
scene. 

Most of the lights are off, except for a few dimly lit ones 
trained on the center of the empty dance floor where a table 
for two sits. A single red rose and candle rest on the white, 
cloth-covered table. Simple and elegant. Just like my angel. 


She bites her lip and looks to me, eyes wide, | can tell she 
is pleased but confused. | check my watch. “Just on time.” | 
wink and guide her by the hand to the table, pulling her 
chair out before sitting myself. 

“On time for what?” She rocks in her seat, straightening 
her silky dress. 

“It’s Thursday at eight.” She looks at me through her 
lashes, as if she’s embarrassed that she forgot something 
important. “Remember at the Den when | asked you to get 
dinner with me?” 

| can see in her face the moment the memory clicks, and 
she smirks. “When | was leaving you asked if Thursday at 
eight worked. And | replied—” 

““Fuck you, Cash.’” She fights back a bigger smile and 
looks down to her plate of food. | didn’t want to be bothered 
with servers interrupting us for different courses or hovering 
to refill barely drunk water glasses, so the entire meal was 
plated before we arrived. “How was your visit with Stella? 
You look—I can’t even put it into words, a chuisle.” 

“It was nice. She ate all your cheese,” she laughs. 

“Good, it’s for her anyway.” I’m sure Stella’s figured that 
out by now. 

“! tried—and failed—to get into your computer today.” | 
nod along like I’m surprised. I’m not. Even if | didn’t watch 
the footage of her home alone, | get an alert every time an 
incorrect password is entered. “Il wanted to see more 
footage from the baseball game.” 


“Okay.” 

“l asked Stella to use her phone.” | can’t quite determine 
if she’s telling me this because she feels guilty or because 
she wants me to know that if | don’t answer her questions, 
she'll find out the answers on her own. 

“Find anything interesting?” | lean back and cross my 
ankle over my knee, sipping slowly from my wine glass. 

“Turns out you were, in fact, at that game all night.” She 
sounds peeved. 

“Are you upset that I'm not the killer or upset that you 
were wrong?” | tease, and | know I’m spot on with my 
questioning because she purses her lips like she’s holding 
back a retort. 

“If it makes you feel better, | am a killer,” | say, and she 
drops the fork she just picked up. “But you already knew 
that.” | love that | can see her thoughts so vividly on her 
face. She shows everything, even when she’s trying not to. 
Like right now, she knows she should storm out, fear for her 
life, but instead she finds herself wanting to know more. | 
can see the devious curiosity lighting up her eyes. 

“What exactly do you do?” The trepidation in her voice 
makes my blood pump. 

“I’m a businessman.” She rolls her eyes. “You fucking roll 
your eyes at me again, I'll take you across my knee and turn 
your sweet ass bright red. And you know I'll enjoy every 
second of it, so go ahead. Call my bluff, baby.” 


She stares at me wordlessly for a few seconds, then picks 
up her wine glass and empties it. | sit back and watch the 
sweet flush creep across her chest and up her neck. “Is 
there more of this?” She swings the empty glass. 

“There’s more of anything you'd like, a chuisle.” 

“Okay, Romeo. I'd like a vodka soda with lime.” 

“As you wish.” | get up and head to the bar at the edge of 
the floor. 

“Make it a double. And lots of lime,” she hollers, and | 
smile into the dark. | don’t take orders from anyone, but if 
she asked me to crawl and lick her feet, I’d fucking do it. 

She becomes increasingly animated over the course of 
dinner and several drinks. | love the buzz in her presence as 
she gets more comfortable around me, lowering her guard 
even after everything that | did to her in the Vault. 

She sits back, assessing me. “Why are you doing all this 
for me?” 

“Every kingdom needs a queen.” It makes my dick jump 
at the way she lifts her chin and holds herself a little 
straighter when | call her my queen. 

But she still feels the need to push back, fighting the 
inevitable a little longer. “I’m not your goddamn quee—” 

“You're mine, Harlow. My woman, my property, my queen, 
my fucking whore, if | so choose.” | glance down to my 
phone and remotely turn on music through the club’s 
speakers. It’s a slow, soulful song. “Now that that’s settled, 
dance with me.” ! 


“You're fucking insane,” she mutters while rolling her 
eyes. 

| smirk. “Better get used to it, baby.” 

When she takes my hand, | pull in tight, clutching one 
hand and wrapping the other around her waist. We don’t 
speak and just sway to the music, our chests pressing 
together each time we inhale. Her vanilla-and-gardenia 
scent envelops me, making me want to drink her in, capture 
her scent in a bottle, and carry it with me always. 

The song changes to something a bit more sensual, and 
my cock thickens when her hips grind to the beat. Those 
goddamn butterflies have returned, battering my stomach 
like a storm. | thread my fingers into the base of her hair 
and tip her head back. Her eyes are hooded and glossy 
with...fuck, that’s desire. | want to savor this moment, drag 
it out as long as possible until | have her wound so tight she 
feels even a modicum as out of control as | do. 

| brush the tip of my nose along hers, sharing a breath. | 
want to kiss her. | want to kiss her so fucking bad, but 
instead | dip down her neck, just barely dusting her thin 
flesh. She shudders at the tease and wraps her hand around 
the back of my head, pulling me down on her. A breathy 
moan spills from her lips as her hold forces me to press my 
lips harder against her neck. She clutches me to her as | pay 
tribute to every inch of her neck and chest, my hand in her 
hair, maneuvering her how | please and exposing the next 
patch of skin for me to lavish. 


She arches into me and straddles one of my legs as she 
continues to dance sensually to the music. She must feel my 
bulging cock against her hips as she grinds herself against 
it. Or maybe she is just chasing her own pleasure, making a 
mess of her panties while she gyrates on my leg. Either 
possibility lights a fire in the pit of my stomach, singeing the 
butterflies and demanding more. 

“Will you make yourself come for me, a cChuis/le?” | rasp 
into her ear, then bite down on the lobe. 

“Are you certain we are the only ones here?” There’s a 
giddiness to her tone, the elicit thought making her squirm. 

“Yes. Nobody is here. Because if anyone tried to dance 
with you, | would slit their throat and then fuck you in a pool 
of their blood.” She gasps but doesn’t pull away. No, she 
rocks harder into me. “Your pleasure belongs to me and me 
alone. So give it to me, a chuis/e. Ride my leg and let me 
keep you together as you fall apart.” 

She gives in to the temptation and rolls her hips in circles 
up and down my thigh. She buries her face into my neck, 
and | can tell every time there’s the perfect amount of 
friction against her clit because she has these sharp, little 
gasps that are followed by a deep exhale that clings to my 
Skin. 

My hands roam her soft, winding body, committing every 
dip and curve to memory. The silky material of her dress 
dampens with a light sheen of sweat, and when | kiss her 


temple, there’s a saltiness that makes me desperate to 
taste more of her. 

My hand sweeps up the back of her thigh and under the 
curve of her ass to stroke the thin, lacy material of her 
thong between her cheeks. “Are your panties soaked, dirty 
girl?” | drag my fingers firmly up and down her crack, 
pressing harder when | pass over her back entrance, sliding 
almost to her pussy but never quite there. She clenches her 
cheeks at the invasion, but the delicious moans she’s 
making reveal her true feelings. 

“Have you been touched here before?” | ask while rubbing 
heavy circles over the thong covering her tight ring. She 
Shakes her head. “Good, | like Knowing that | will be the only 
man to ever have you that way.” | more than //ke it. It makes 
my chest rumble with the primal need to claim all parts of 
her body as mine. 

| slip my two fingers to her front and feel that she has, in 
fact, drenched her lacy underwear. The fabric is hot and 
wet, and | can feel her swollen pussy lips fucking begging 
for more. If more is what she wants, I’m all too happy to 
give it to her. 

| walk her back until she hits the table. Then | shake the 
tablecloth until all the plates and glasses shatter on the 
floor. That will be dealt with later, but right now | need a 
clear altar to worship my woman. | lift her onto the edge of 
the table, and she doesn’t wait to pull my mouth down to 
hers. 


Her kiss is pyretic and rushed, like she’s waited all night to 
kiss me and now can’t get enough. | let her have her way 
with my mouth, plunging her tongue past my lips, as | hike 
her dress up and shove her panties down. | spread her 
thighs and groan at the sight of her glistening pussy. My 
fingers dig into the supple flesh of her legs, but | ache to 
sink my teeth into them. 

She seems so lost in our kiss that | slap her inner thigh to 
get her attention. She yelps, but then looks at me with a fire 
in her eyes, letting me know just how much she liked the 
Sharp spike of pain. 

“You came so sweetly for me earlier, drenching my fingers 
when | ate that pretty pussy. You want it like that again? Tell 
me you want it, a chuis/e and it’s yours.” 

“Yes. God, yes.” | creep my hand closer to her center but 
pause, raising my brows at her. “Please, Cash, let me come. 
I'll be good. Please.” 

| cup her face with one hand while | wet the fingers of my 
others by sliding them up and down her folds. “You're so 
pretty when you beg like a fucking slut. You want it?” | press 
my fingers at her entrance. She nods eagerly, eyes big and 
round as she looks up at me while worrying her lip through 
her teeth. God, she’s fucking gorgeous like this. All hot and 
needy. 

“Then open your mouth.” | thumb her chin, but don’t need 
to apply any force as she parts her sweet lips for me on her 
own. “Good girl.” 


When she looks up at me like this—mouth gaping, breath 
pumping, and eyes so fucking desperate—| want to push her 
to her knees and shove my cock down her waiting and 
eager throat again. Instead, | spit into her open mouth, my 
cock leaking when her eyes widen in shock. “Swallow.” | 
barely recognize my own voice. It’s deep and husky and so 
fucking thick with lust it sounds like a demon. 

She swallows, and | stroke her neck as it bobs. “Such an 
obedient little slut.” 

She did as | ordered, and now, it’s time for her reward. | 
thrust my fingers poised at her entrance into her weeping 
pussy. She squeezes around them and mewls as | pump in 
and out. “Fuuuck, Cash.” 

My name moaned on her lips nearly makes me blow in my 
pants. Every cell in my body vibrates with the need to sink 
my cock deep inside her, to hear her moan my name while | 
pound into her, taking my pleasure brutally, savagely. But | 
don’t trust myself not to hurt her if | give into that urge. 
Because once I’m inside her, | Know it won’t matter if she’s 
moaning my name in pleasure or pain. | won’t fucking stop. 

So instead, | fuck her with my fingers, driving from my 
hips as if my hand is my dick. | told her I’d give her my 
tongue, but | can’t pull my gaze away from her face. I’m 
addicted to watching every flicker of pleasure dancing 
across her features. 

Her hands fly to my hips as she rolls her head back, her 
neck outstretched and beautiful while dappled in the soft 


glow of the lights, making my jaw grind together. | wrap my 
hand around her throat and revel in the speed of her pulse 
under my fingers. 

| tighten my grip, and her gaze jumps to mine. “You can 
breathe once you come for me.” Her jaw ticks, and | feel her 
swallow under my palm, but she starts riding my hand with 
more fever and desperation. Her lips part as she tries to 
gasp for air and, between the soft whimper she chokes out 
and the friction against my cock, | truly think I’m going 
fucking finish without my dick ever leaving my pants. 

The crease between her brows deepens as she stares at 
me, eyes half blissed out, half panicked. “You can touch 
yourself, baby. | give you permission.” | never told her she 
couldn't, but the relief on her face when she drops a hand to 
circle her clit says it all. 

Her cunt pulses around my fingers and her throat bobs, 
struggling for air. She’s so fucking close. | can smell her 
arousal mingled with her sweet, floral scent. A flush crawls 
up her cheeks, and | know it’s time. | gnash my teeth and 
grind my nose against her so she can feel my spittle when | 
sneer. “Come for me right now. Right. Fucking. Now, bitch.” 

Her back arches as her hips thrust upward, her hands 
clinging to my arms as she Spirals into her orgasm. | release 
her throat and she collapses forward, her forehead falling on 
my shoulder as she heaves and sputters. The sound takes 
me over the edge as | vigorously stroke my cock over my 
pants. 


As my own climax crests, | can’t stop the filth spewing 
from my lips. “Such a good fucking girl. My dirty little slut. 
Next time, you'll be choking on my cock—fuck!” | come with 
a roar, soaking the front of my pants. 

It isn’t until | open my eyes that | realize I'd closed them. 
Harlow is staring at me, a tear streaming down her cheek 
and her forehead fretted. My mind is still cloudy, coming 
down from my high, but | reach for her face to comfort her. 

“A chulsle—" 

“Don’t fucking touch me.” She wrenches away from me 
and pushes off the table. “You fucking psychopath! You 
almost ki/led me.” She chokes on a sob, and | know | really 
am a stone-cold bastard because my first thought is: / could 
have done so much worse. 

Christ, she looks pretty when she cries, is my second. 
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Off the Edge 


Harlow 


| t’s not that he humiliated me. Spit on me. Degraded me. 
Choked me. It’s that now I’m filled with hatred and 
disgust and instead of it being directed at him like it should, 
it’s directed at myself. He makes me hate myself. He makes 
me disgusted with myself. 

Because while he humiliated me, my pussy quivered. 
When he spit in my mouth, | was thirsty for every drop. 
When he degraded me with filthy words, it made me so 
fucking hot. And when he choked me, | came like I’d never 
come before. 

And | hate—hate—that right now while sitting in his 
passenger seat while he drives, I’m wondering why he isn’t 
touching my leg like he did last night. Did | do something 
wrong? 

| mean, yes, | did tell him not to fucking touch me. But 
when has Cash ever respected my boundaries? He should 


be the one groveling on his knees, but instead, I’m the one 
feeling like | might die if he doesn’t touch me. 

| need to get my power back, my autonomy. | need to 
prove to him and myse/f that I’m not his fucking doll to play 
with and toss aside. Which is why | asked him to drive me to 
my apartment, so | can get some of my own things and 
hopefully a little piece of myself back. | agreed to stay at his 
apartment until he can deal with the Bratva—whatever that 
means. But that doesn’t mean | have to live to his curated 
standards. 

We park on the street, and my stomach drops when he 
doesn’t open my car door. Even last night on the ride home, 
he did. | get out on my own and slam the car door, making 
him spin around, and | can’t bite my tongue any longer. “You 
can’t possibly be mad at me?” 

His green gaze is piercing as he steps menacingly toward 
me. It pins my back to the car before his body does. He 
looms over me, and his knuckles whiten as he palms the 
side of the car next to my head. Seeing the spitefulness in 
his eyes fills me with venom. “You weren’t the one being 
choked within an inch of your life.” | shove his shoulders, 
but | may as well be shoving a fucking boulder for all the 
good it does me. 

“I gave you exactly what you wanted. What you begged 
for. And yet, you make me into the bad guy?” The chill in his 
voice is equal parts terrifying and arousing, and | hate him 
for it. 


“You are the bad guy, Cash!” | pound his chest with my 
fists. “And no amount of fancy dinners in private clubs will 
change that.” People on the sidewalk are eyeing us as they 
walk by, probably wondering if they should call the cops. Ha, 
fat lot of good that will do when the officers that arrive are 
on his fucking payroll. 

Cash’s jaw clenches, and he heaves through his flared 
nostrils. “At least I’m not a dirty fucking liar.” He strikes out 
to wrap both of my wrists in one of his hands in a bruising 
grip. The other he shoves down the front of my leggings, his 
fingers finding purchase along the slick slit of my pussy. | 
want to scream, but I’m too humiliated to draw any more 
attention to us. 

He pulls his fingers out and rubs them along my lips which 
are pursed into a tight line. “Fucking open,” he growls. But | 
only squeeze my mouth tighter as he smears the evidence 
of my lies on my lips. “I want you to know how you taste 
when you’re fucking soaked for a man you claim to hate.” 

“Miss Hargrave?” It’s a voice | instantly recognize. Cash 
whips his head to the side, a murderous look in his eyes for 
the person who just interrupted his little stunt. 

“If it isn’t my favorite pig.” Cash turns slowly as he rolls up 
his sleeves in a pointed move. 

“Fox.” Leo’s jaw ticks, darkness dropping behind his gaze. 
He quickly hides it when he turns to me. “Are you alright, 
Harlow?” Cash stiffens at his casual use of my first name, 
and | have to applaud Leo for knowing how to get under 


Cash’s skin so quickly. They’re clearly already acquainted 
with one another. | make a mental note to ask Cash about it 
later. 

“Leo, it’s good to see you. What are you doing here?” | 
turn on a cheery pitch and smile up at him as | lay a hand 
on his bicep. Cash’s lip curls. 

“Looking for you actually. Your call’—he eyes Cash and 
speaks slowly, like he’s trying not to say too much. I’m sure 
he did not expect to find me with the man | thought killed 
my best friend—“made me concerned. And when | couldn’t 
reach you for a few days, | got worried. | came here to make 
Sure you’re Okay.” His blue eyes soften, and | feel bad for 
scaring him, though they harden every time he glances at 
Cash. | called him shouting about confessions and then 
dropped off the face of the earth. 

Cash is seething to the side of us. I’m surprised he hasn’t 
butted in yet or gone all caveman because another man 
dares talk to me. But then | realize the cold, focused look in 
his eyes. He’s trying to deduce what exactly our relationship 
is. May as well give him a show. 

“That is so thoughtful of you.” | look up at him through my 
lashes and glide my hand on his arm up and down in small 
movements. “I lost my phone the day that we spoke. Crazy 
story actually—” 

“The crazy story will be your ass being sued for 
harassment if you keep stalking me like this.” Cash grabs 
my hand and tugs me toward the apartment door. 


“Wait, Harlow—” 

“You got questions, you know how to reach my lawyers,” 
Cash hurls over his shoulder as he drags me into the 
apartment foyer. His words are harsh and steely, but his grip 
on my hand is surprisingly gentle. 

Leo sticks his hand out to stop the door from closing 
behind us. He swiftly draws his gun and points it at Cash. My 
heart jumps into my throat. “I can’t, in good conscience, 
leave you with him, Harlow.” 

“You better think very hard about your next move, Saxon.” 
Cash’s voice is low and cold, but he’s calm as he moves to 
stand in front of me with his hands raised. 

“You can come with me. If he tries to follow, | will shoot 
him. I’ll keep you safe.” 


” 


“No one can protect her like | can,” Cash growls, and 
lunges forward. | grab his arm and pull him back with all my 
strength. Leo’s grip on his gun tightens and his shoulders 
drop, squaring off. My pulse beats out of control, knowing 
Cash was milliseconds away from being shot at point-blank 
range. | don’t care how good his surgeons are, no one can 
survive that. 

Adrenaline is making my whole body buzz as | step in 
front of Cash, giving him a desperate look to please let me 
do this. 

“I’m okay, Leo. | promise. See?” | take a few steps toward 
him to show him that | could walk away right now if | 
wanted. “It’s a long story, but | swear | am safe with Cash.” 


Even with my back to him, | can feel Cash relax at my 
declaration. A cocky grin is surely painted on his face. 

“You heard the lady. It’s time for you to leave.” The pride 
in Cash’s voice makes my lips twitch, holding back a smile. 

Leo goes to leave, but hesitates, turning to look back at 
me. “How about you ask your new friend for the /ost 
surveillance footage from the club the night of the murder. 
Maybe we can put a face to this mysterious Doug.” 

“Sorry, Saxon. What can | say? Mistakes happen. But I’m 
Sure you know all about that.” 

Cash’s taunts are mere background noise with my body 
still humming as | walk to the elevator, riding out the 
adrenaline still coursing through my system. The doors open 
right away. | step in, watching Cash right behind me in the 
mirror that makes up the back wall of the elevator. 

My skin feels on fire as | place my hands on the cold, 
metal handrail along the mirrored wall. Cash’s eyes latch 
onto mine through the reflection, and | can feel their hunger 
in the small space. He hits the button for a random floor. It 
doesn’t matter which, though, because once the elevator 
car starts moving he hits the emergency stop. 

Time slows as he closes the distance between us, mouth 
dropping to my ear as he stands behind me. “That was quite 
a bold move for a man you hate, a chuisle.” His breath 
drags along my skin, giving me goosebumps. 

“| never said | hated you.” | can’t help myself, | arch my 
back so my shoulders rest against his front. 


“Then tell me, Harlow. What is it you feel for me if not 
hate?” His question cuts into the deepest part of me that 
still doesn’t understand why | feel the way | do. And 
definitely doesn’t want to tell him. 

He snakes a hand to my front and under my shirt. He 
caresses the soft skin of my belly, and liquid heat pools in 
my core. | open my mouth to respond, but his other hand 
teases the waistband of my leggings and my mouth clamps 
Shut, biting down on my lip as butterflies erupt in the pit of 
my stomach. 

“Answer me, a Chuisle, and I'll give you what you want...” 
His fingers slip below the waistband and graze the sensitive 
flesh above my pussy. “What you crave. And | won’t even 
make you beg.” He dusts his lips along my neck, and my 
eyes flutter shut, rolling my head to the side. | don’t 
understand how such a light touch can be so seismic. His 
mouth barely skims my skin and | feel like the ground is 
Shaking under me. 

When his fingers reach my small patch of curls, my eyes 
fly open and lock with his in the reflection again. There is an 
esurient deepness to them that makes me feel, now more 
than ever, that I’m making a deal with the devil. 

“Tell me, and I'll let you watch.” His voice is getting more 
demanding, less patient. His fingers dig into the pillowy part 
of my stomach as if in warning. | watch in the mirror as my 
cheeks flush rose. The sight of his arms coiled around me 
makes my pussy flutter. 


My response is tangled around my tongue, and the lower 
his fingers slide in my pants, the more unsure | am of what 
to say. What do | feel for him? Anger, lust, aggravation, 
hopefulness, attraction, connection, disgust? 

“I! don’t know,” | breathe, and watch as his gaze hardens. 

“That’s not good enough, a chuis/e,” he growls, ripping his 
hands away and spinning around to slam the emergency- 
stop button again. 

The elevator whirs to life again, and | whisper, “Floor 
four.” He smashes his finger into the fourth-floor button, 
shoulders trembling and foot tapping the floor in a rapid 
beat. 

He whips around and crashes his mouth down on mine. 
There is nothing loving or gentle about his kiss. It’s all 
dominance and conquest. He crushes my forehead against 
his, hands clasped on either side of my face. “Why won’t 
you just accept that you fucking belong to me?” There’s a 
confusing mix of spite and pleading to his words. 

Like | am the first thing he’s ever wanted that he couldn’t 
have, that he couldn’t just acquire with brute force and a 
harrowing reputation. He could force himself on me, of 
course, but he doesn’t just want my body. 

He wants my soul. 

The one thing | don’t know if I’ll ever be able to give. 

The elevator shudders to a stop, and the doors slide open. 

“Go get your things. I'll wait here to make sure Officer 
Shit-For-Brains doesn’t get any ideas and come riding back 


on his white horse.” He is cold and emotionless when he 
speaks, refusing to look at me. The whiplash burns. 

This trip to my apartment was supposed to be about me 
getting some of my power back, and instead, I’m left 
Spinning and confused. 


| open a bottle of wine, determined to shake this off-balance 
feeling I’ve had since the elevator this morning. After | 
packed a bag from my apartment, Cash dropped me off at 
his place without a word. Barely even put the car into park 
and let Roman walk me to his unit. 

I’ve fluctuated between pissed off, horny, and dejected all 
day alone at home. 

Home. 

What the hell am | talking about? This place isn’t my 
home. My home was with Beth, and now she’s gone and I’m 
living with a psychopath who thinks he loves me. And if he 
does, it’s only as an object. Not a person. God, even the way 
he speaks about me is always in a possessive nature. 

Ownership, not partnership. 

| skip the glass and take a long pull straight from the 
bottle. | need some goddamn air. And more wine. 


While walking through Cash’s bedroom to the rooftop 
terrace, | spot a white bathrobe tossed on his bed and a 
wicked idea shoots through me. I’m giddy as | strip, 
wrapping myself in the robe and leaving my clothes in a trail 
to the French doors. My heart skips at him coming home and 
seeing it. 

Will he see it and think I’m with someone else? Will he 
think | left them for him? 

| know it won’t be nearly as tumultuous as he’s made me 
feel, but I’d kill for him to feel even a fraction of what he’s 
done to me. | skip out the door, leaving it slightly ajar, the 
wine bottle swinging in my hand. 

| drop the robe on a table next to the hot tub and feel 
positively alive being completely nude under the setting 
sun. The air tickles my exposed skin as | walk the ledge 
separating the pool from the hot tub. The steam from the 
hot tub licks at my legs. 

| dive into the pool, the chill of the water shocking every 
bare inch of me as | glide under the surface. The sensation 
instantly reminds me of the time Beth and | went skinny 
dipping with some friends during a party at someone's 
parent’s lake house. We shrieked at the frigid water and 
goaded others into joining us. 

| float on my back, reminiscing. The sky is a swirl of 
Sherbet orange and lavender. Does Beth get sunsets 
wherever she Is? 


That’s the hardest part. The not knowing. Not knowing 
who killed her and why they chose her. But also not knowing 
where she is now. It’s impossible to imagine a soul as 
vibrant as hers just being gone. Snuffed out. 

This isn’t the relaxing topic | came out here to enjoy. | dive 
back below the water and scream. My voice wobbles in the 
water, and bubbles fly up. Finally, | pop back up, gasping for 
air. 

| swim back and forth for a few lengths, letting my mind 
clear until it’s just a repeated loop. 

Right arm, left arm, turn and breathe. Right arm, left arm, 
turn and breathe. 

My head vibrates when | stop, the wine settling into my 
bloodstream. | switch to the hot tub, the shock in 
temperature change smarting my skin. 

Maybe it’s the wine, maybe it’s the innate eroticism of 
swimming naked, but suddenly all the sexual tension that 
has been steadily building since I’ve known Cash becomes 
too much for my body to contain. ! 

The son of a bitch has edged me more times than he’s 
made me come, and I’m sick of waiting for him to finish the 
job. All women Know that you can never rely on men alone 
for your pleasure. 

| face the edge of the tub and kneel, spreading my knees 
wide. Resting my elbows on the pool deck, | adjust my 
position until the jet stream is directed right where | want it. 
The sky dips to a darker, hazy purple, and | feel like | am 


also sinking with the sun—my sinful side coming out to play 
in the darkness. 

| pump my hips up and down in slow, teasing movements 
as the undulated stream of water surges against my clit. 
Knowing I’m all alone, | let myself mewl uninhibited. | close 
my eyes, indulging in the cool wind whispering across my 
face and chilling my exposed shoulders and arms while my 
lower half is being pummeled with delicious heat. 

The scuffle of leisurely footsteps makes me _ freeze 
completely. Cash smugly approaches and sits across from 
me on the table bench. He leans back and slumps down, 
arms spreading out along the table like it’s the back of a 
couch. He looks chillingly powerful as | stare up at him. 

“Don’t let me stop you.” His words are lazy and deep as 
he lets his knees fall wide, his thick cock already straining in 
his black slacks. He palms himself over the fabric, and | 
can’t help the sharp gasp | let slip. Lust blazes in his eyes as 
he watches me begin my rhythm again. | follow the bob of 
his throat as he swallows deeply and drags his thumb across 
his bottom lip. 

Our eyes lock, and the hunger looking back at me makes 
me realize that this isn’t a compromising position he’s found 
me in. 

It’s an empowering one. 

| bite back a moan as shock waves radiate from my core. 

“Let me hear you, baby,” he rasps. So, on the next spike 
of pleasure | don’t hold back. My mouth falls open on a 


whimper, and | let my jaw hang slack. Breathy pants match 
my movements as | grind into the jet. 

| can hear how tightly he must be grinding his teeth when 
he speaks. “Fuck, your sweet mouth hanging open like that 
makes me want to do dirty things, a chu/s/e. Those pretty 
lios look so good wrapped around my cock.” 

| smile softly up at him, his filthy words stoking the fire in 
my core even hotter. “Would you like that? Me sucking you 
off?” 

“The mountains | would move...” He stands, his erection 
heavy between his legs. 

“Sit back down. | asked if you would like that, | didn’t say | 
would.” His face wipes clean of all emotion, then curves into 
a wicked smirk as he sits back down. 

| realize that for all his talk of me belonging to him, he 
hasn’t proven yet that he belongs to me too. He thinks he 
loves me? Let’s see how tightly | have him wrapped around 
my finger or if it’s all truly an uneven battlefield. 

“Untuck your shirt—ah,” | order, and then am caught with 
a surge against my clit. He hastily pulls his black dress shirt 
loose. “Now unbutton it—slowly,” | chide when he rushes 
through the top few buttons. 

| watch, tantalized, as we fall in sync. He undoes another 
button every time | lift up off my heels and drop back down, 
gasping with every pass over the jet. My mouth waters as | 
mull over my next words. I’m playing with fire the deeper 


we go, and nothing has ever burned so sweetly. “Take it 
out.” 

His hooded eyes never leave mine as he does as 
instructed. His thick cock stands angry and proud. | bite my 
lip, tracing every vein with my eyes, and Cash wets his 
bottom lip with a rumble as | assess him. 

“Now, stroke it.” My pitch isn’t soft and low like when he 
first arrived. It’s now strong and unwavering. | flinch when 
Cash spits into his palm. He freezes and looks at me 
sideways. “It’s not like that. You were right, | did like it.” He 
sighs almost painfully as he grips his cock with a smile. 

“You liked being treated like my dirty little whore, didn’t 
you?” 

“Yes.” 

“Yes, daddy,” he says sternly, and my stomach drops ina 
fiery ball of lust and humiliation. When | repeat it back to 
him, he thrusts up into his fist, his tattooed abs rippling. 
Jesus fucking Christ, this man Is a vision. 

“What else do you like, baby? Tell me and daddy will give 
it to you.” 

“Every inch?” | ask sweetly, and his jaw clenches. 

“Every. Fucking. Inch.” | watch, delirious with need, as his 
corded forearm works his dick. Every time | whimper, he 
jerks like my sounds are reaching out and stroking him. “But 
that wasn’t my question.” 

I’m tempted to play with him some more and ignore his 
question again. Push him like he pushes me. But the idea of 


telling this man my filthy fantasies while | get off watching 
him is too delicious to deny. 

“| liked when you choked me. Fighting for air and 
pleasure, not knowing what | want more...” | trail off in a 
moan as my pussy pulses, my orgasm so fucking close. 

“I like Knowing that someone might walk in and see me 
getting fucked...by daddy,” | add, and he sputters a curse as 
precum leaks from the red head of his cock. “Are you going 
to come for me, Cash?” 

He just groans as his breathing heaves, his fist pumping 
fast up and down. His face pinches, and | know | have to put 
a stop to this. “Don’t you dare fucking come before me.” 

His eyes fly open, and he growls, “I don’t take orders from 
Sluts.” 

“Oh, but | thought | am your queen.” He works his jaw as 
his hand fights to slow down, and | realize that he really is 
putty in my hands if | know how to play him right. He 
doesn’t respond, just huffs with every stroke of his cock. Our 
breathing becomes a harmony in the night air as we both 
work toward our climaxes. 

“Fuck, fuck, fu-fuck,” | cry as my muscles draw tight, my 
pussy squeezing hard under the pressure from the stream of 
hot water. 

“Louder, a chuis/e,” he orders with a grunt, and | know 
he’s hanging on by a thread. “Be a good girl and come nice 
and loud for daddy now.” 


My whole body quakes as my orgasm crests, the powerful 
jet keeping the sparks of pleasure flying like fireworks. “God, 
yes—ah.” 

“Yes baby, just like that. My good fucking girl. Fuck, 
Harlow—” Cash growls, his words cut off as he comes 
breathlessly, his seed painting his chiseled stomach. 

| feel like absolute Jello as my limbs turn to liquid in the 
steaming tub, and my elbows on the deck are the only thing 
stopping me from going under. Cash has his head thrown 
back, breathing heavily with his softening cock resting on 
his stomach. 

The calmness lingering between us shatters when his 
phone rings. He hisses and rips it from his pocket, cursing 
when he reads the caller's name. “Someone better be 
fucking dead or dying, Finneas,” he barks into the phone. 

While he listens to his brother on the other line, | decide 
the show isn’t over yet. | slowly stand up in the hot tub, 
steam billowing around me and water rivulets running down 
my rolls and curves. Cash’s hand on his phone tightens until 
his knuckles blanche, and he bites down on his lip, nostrils 
flaring. 

“No, it has to be tonight,” he grinds out. “And | want the 
dock cleared out of everyone else.” 

| slink over to him. Standing in front of him, | reach for his 
robe on the table behind him. As | lean forward, my full 
breasts hang inches from his face, and | hear him hiss under 
this breath. His hand not holding the phone hovers above 


my hip, like he doesn’t know if he can afford to touch me 
right now. | take a step back before he can decide. 

Now I’m above him, looking down on him with heated 
eyes as | wrap myself up in his robe. His dick twitches, I’m 
sure at the sight of me in something that belongs to him. 

Before leaving, | dip forward and drag a finger through the 
still-warm cum coating his abs. His mouth falls open as | 
suck my finger clean. 

“Good night, daddy.” 
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And The Bratva Go Boom 


Cash 


opt for my Harley instead of driving. After that stunt 
Harlow pulled on the roof, | need something to distract 
me from the whirlpool of toxic emotions battering me right 
now. And going one hundred with the night air rushing past 
and uncapped power rumbling from the engine is the best 
distraction I’m going to get. 

The closer | get to the port, the more | can smell the 
brackish water. There’s something satisfying about knowing 
I’m close to open waters. It’s not that | want to run away —I 
mean, shit | want to tie Harlow to my bed and never fucking 
leave—but this inferno inside me is making me crave a 
wide-open space to explode, to purge. 

Because it was the hottest fucking sight, her all hot and 
wet—in more ways than one—fucking herself on the jet 
while | jerked myself. Us climaxing together but apart, 
jumping over that edge side by side. But there was 
something else, something...off. 


It was there in the way she would switch from demure and 
timid to controlling and dominant in the blink of an eye. 
Something about the trail of clothes she left and the fact 
that she chose my robe to wrap around her naked body. | 
can’t put my finger on it, and that drives me fucking mad. 

She thinks I’m crazy, but she’s so goddamn hot and cold. 
At least | own my depravity. I’ve told her from the get-go 
that she isn’t just any woman, she is my woman. It’s her 
own damn fault if she didn’t realize that | meant every 
single word. Her words on the other hand... 

| need it. 

Just a moment of weakness. 

Choke me, fuck me. 

Don’t touch me. 

Psychopath. 

| don’t hate you. 

Yes, daddy. 

Your little slut. 

No, your fucking queen. 

My blood is running so goddamn high sifting through this 
mess | can’t untangle that | am still going close to eighty 
when | whip up to the dock. Lochlan and Roan jump out of 
the way dramatically—like I’d ever fucking hit them—and | 
drift to stop. + 

The port has been evacuated of all personnel not in our 
association, making the usually busy dock oddly quiet. Even 
at night, there are usually cranes moving § shipping 


containers, forklifts carrying crates, and any number of 
people shouting orders. But now, it feels like a shipping 
graveyard. The rows of cargo lined up are silent, except for 
the light chatter of my soldiers behind us. 

The spotlight usually flooding where we stand is instead 
trained on three barges in the bay and two people in a 
speed boat puttering around. “Has he been inside of them 
yet?” 

Roan answers me with the shake of his head. “We thought 
it may be more fun to wait for an audience.” | grin. Roan can 
be a little bitch sometimes, but he has a smart, wicked side 
to him that would make most people run for the hills. | 
guess we all have that side, some of us are just better at 
hiding it...or rather, controlling it. Lochlan is the most like 
me. He has tight reins on his darkness and lets the world 
see the charming kid. Finneas is a fucking black cloud all the 
damn time. 

Our father was a loose cannon. You never knew which side 
you were going to get. Which is probably what made him 
such an effective leader, people fell in line because there 
was no way to predict which Aiden Fox you’d get when you 
stepped out of line. 

“How high up is he?” | ask, referring to the man they 
nabbed from the streets earlier today who is now in the 
speed boat with Finneas. 

“Foot soldier, dispensable.” Roan smirks like he knows 
where my thought process is going. I’m doing this to stop a 


war, but sometimes blood needs to be shed in the name of 
peace. I'll leave it up to them. 

If this were any other situation, I’d rain down hell on the 
Bratva. But being a king isn’t about how much enemy blood 
you can spill. A strong king always does what’s best for his 
kingdom and its people. And wars are damn expensive— 
both in money and blood. 

My top priority is keeping my queen safe and teaching the 
Russians that it's a costly mistake going after the Fox family. 
And it looks like the lesson is about to begin. 

Headlights beam down the access road from the two large 
SUVs racing toward us. My men straighten up and stand 
behind me and my brothers, their arms and hands pointedly 
positioned on the assault rifles slung across their chests. 
Lochlan keeps his jacket on to conceal the fact that his arm 
is still in a sling, but Roan shrugs his off, making sure his 
shoulder holster packed with two handguns is obvious. 

It’s bad taste to show up to meet guns in hand, so | keep 
my piece tucked away in my waistband. | don’t give a damn 
about mobster etiquette for this meet, though. We are doing 
them a favor, we are not equals looking to negotiate. | want 
them to know they are walking a very fine line. 

Three men get out of each car, and | have to laugh at the 
fact that Koslov and his second are in fucking tracksuits. 
Goddamn caricatures of themselves. “Where’s my man, 
Fox?” 


“Taking a lil boat ride with my brother.” | nod my head to 
the bay. 

“Tell me why | shouldn’t kill you right now,” he growls, and 
| have to give it to him, he’s a man of conviction if nothing 
else about him is redeemable. 

“Koslov, I’m giving you the opportunity of a lifetime—no, 
of a whole generation. Because if you don’t shut up and 
listen, we will go to war, and you will be decimated. You 
targeted my family, and | cannot allow that to happen. Since 
this is all over a misunderstanding—” 

“Misunderstanding? You lying—” | whip my gun from my 
waistband and hold it out, one-handed, straight at Koslov. 

“Did | not just tell you to shut up and listen? C’mon old 
man, you’re hearing can’t be that bad already.” His men 
scramble to pull their pieces out, but Koslov wisely waves 
them off. 

“You hit our restaurant, we hit three of yours. That was 
just simple tit for tat, nothing personal. But this”—| hold the 
back of my tattooed hand up—“and this idea that /’m the 
June Harbor Slayer is nothing but nonsense. And because 
you were sorely misinformed, I'll give you the chance to 
come to your senses and let me prove to you it wasn’t me.” 

“l won’t believe a word from a snake like you.” | laugh to 
myself at the irony of him calling me a snake when my 
tattoo clearly shows a snake has nothing on a Fox. 

“| thought you may say something like that,” | say, and 
Roan speaks into a walkie-talkie. | hear the engine of the 


boat roar to life. Seconds later, Koslov’s phone rings from 
his pocket. “You’re gonna wanna answer that.” 

He raises the phone to his face and answers the video 
call. “Zdraviya zhelayu,” says the man on the boat with 
Finn. 

“Ty v poryadke?” Koslov replies, and | groan, | don’t have 
time for these pleasantries. 

“Da—” 

“Finneas, just show him the goddamn container,” | shout, 
wanting to be heard through the call. 

There’s silence on our side while | watch Koslov’s face 
with scrutiny as he sees what is inside the first container. | 
know the moment he realizes, his face scrunches and his 
chest puffs out like a bull. Then as his eyes grow wide and 
his lips press into a tight line—he must be noticing the 
explosives now. 

“Really, I’m not asking much. Just for you to watch a few 
Short videos. And this is your incentive: if you don’t watch, | 
will blow up your latest shipment. And with three containers, 
| can’t even imagine how many millions in cocaine you'll 
lose.” | shrug and make a mock-confused face as he turns 
red. 

His face rages and he barrels a few steps toward me. “Ah- 
ah-ah,” | say, pointing my gun back at him. 

“They're at a safe distance,” Roan reports, and | paint a 
smile on my face. 


“Alright, Koslov, time to decide. Three, two...” | raise my 
brows and pause, giving him a chance. “One.” 

Seconds later, the shipping container explodes in a giant 
blast. | watch in glee as his face falls and his hands ball into 
fists. 

“You can blow up all my supply—I don’t care. It won’t 
bring her back,” he grumbles, and | can tell it hurts him to 
see his money go up in literal flames. 

We go through the show-and-tell with the second 
container, and | can’t help but appreciate the contrast 
between the fiery, golden mess of the first barge against the 
inky indigo of the bay. People like to say violence is ugly, but 
those people have never appreciated it as an art. And right 
now, as | have the Bratva’s metaphorical balls in a vice grip, 
I’m creating a masterpiece. 

“Hey, no!” Koslov howls. 

“Something wrong?” | shove my hands in my pockets and 
revel in the onerous position | just put him in. 

“You left him on the barge.” He is shaking now, and his 
men are looking noticeably unsettled behind him. 

“| guess you better make the right choice then. Three, 
two...” He clenches his jaw so hard he must be cracking 
teeth, but his mouth remains firmly shut. “One.” 

Boom. 

The second blast rips apart the night, covering Koslov’s 
infuriated yell. He looks at me like I’m evil, but he’s the one 
who chose his soldier's fate, not me. 


“He was an innocent,” Koslov hisses. 

“No one in this world is innocent, Koslov. But what do you 
say? You want a tour of the last container, or do you trust 
me when | say it has the majority of your product. So, 
despite the night’s losses, you can still recover most of your 
shipment.” 

Koslov’s second leans over to speak into his ear, and | 
Share a smug look of victory with my brothers. With hatred 
in his eyes, he finally relents. “We will watch your video.” 
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It’s close to midnight when | arrive at Harlow’s apartment 
building after the docks. | scoff when | find the front-entry 
door’s lock is broken, letting just any crazy wander in. Don’t 
they know there’s a killer on the loose? 

If she wasn't already living with me, I'd make her move. 
This building has abysmal security—I’m surprised it took this 
long for one of them to get killed. 

| stare down the elevator like it’s an impassable 
passageway, the stone rolled in front of Jesus’s tomb. Fuck 
it, I'll take the stairs. 

| climb the stairs, telling myself | want a_ better 
understanding of her building’s layout. But I’m not fooling 


myself. | know why | avoided the elevator. The same reason 
| didn’t pull her out of the hot tub and fuck her over the 
table. It’s the reason | let the imbecile Beer Guy walk away 
breathing. 

| want her to like me. 

And the elevator is just a reminder that while she may not 
hate me, she doesn’t /ike me. 

And I’m not ready to face how far I’ve fallen. I’ve never 
given a single lick of concern about what anybody thinks of 
me, let alone who /ikes me. Then she shows up in heart- 
Shaped glasses and spilling coffee, and I’m fucking falling all 
over myself. 

Roman keeps warning me to not let her get into my head, 
but she’s already in my fucking bloodstream. 

Once | get to her floor, | use a copy of her key that | made 
on her second shift at the Den and let myself into the small 
apartment. It smells like her, gardenia and vanilla, but with 
a hint of old food. It doesn’t surprise me that there are dirty 
dishes in the sink and dead plants dotted around the place. 

She’s earnest, but a goddamn mess. | learned that quickly 
when she stumbled over herself switching hats and faking 
phone calls while tailing me. | want to explore every inch, 
learn every intimate detail of her life she’s concealed from 
me. But I’m pretty sure that’s a swarm of fruit flies over the 
sink, and | won’t be able to concentrate until | clean this 
place up. Once the dishes have been cleaned and put away 
and the floors swept, I’m ready to start my inspection. 


There’s a bookshelf next to the couch that's filled with 
fantasy titles, a bunch that | don’t recognize, and several 
books on writing craft. | take one down and flip through her 
annotations. | can tell which pages she found most helpful 
because they have creases from continued dog-earing and 
water droplets. 

| turn on the TV and open the different streaming apps to 
flick through her recently played. There’s a lot of those 
ridiculous crime shows—probably what gave her the 
confidence to stalk the most dangerous man on the East 
Coast. People watch a few episodes of Grey’s Anatomy and 
think they’re doctors. I’m not surprised she thought she was 
a full-fledged FBI agent without the badge after the amount 
of junk she apparently watched. 

| realize there aren’t a ton of photos around. Though that’s 
not particularly exceptional in this digital age. The few they 
have are mostly of Harlow and Beth. | analyze her smile in a 
series of photos of them at some outdoor concert or music 
festival. It’s so genuine that a warmth radiates from the 
photo and nuzzles its way into my chest. It’s wide and 
beautiful and full of laughter, and soon that slight warmth is 
quickly chilling as | realize I’ve never seen her smile like 
that. 

| pull myself away and tread over to her bedroom. | 
assume it’s hers because there is no crime tape draped 
across it. Again, nothing particularly remarkable. A queen 
bed with unmade sheets and a rumbled comforter. A 


nightstand with more books and empty coffee mugs. | slide 
open the nightstand drawer and chuckle, pleased at my 
discovery. 

“That’s my naughty girl...” | pull out a black vibrator wand 
and a smaller bullet vibe. My dick is immediately thickening 
as | imagine her laid on this bed while using these on 
herself. | already know how she looks—all flushed and 
wanton—when she pleasures herself, so it’s an easy image 
to conjure. 

| spot a pair of black-lace panties on the floor and pick 
them up. Sniffing the crotch, | moan at the leftover scent of 
her cunt. | wonder if these were the ones she wore the night 
| first felt how fucking wet she gets for me. When | dragged 
my fingers through her hot pussy, telling her to make me 
stop but she never did. 

Fuck. The memory makes my cock strain against my 
zipper and heat snaps in my core. 

| take another hit from the panties and hurriedly unzip my 
pants. | sit on the edge of her bed and fist my cock. Not 
even present, yet she’s still able to wind me up to this 
raging knot of carnal need. | can’t stand losing control like 
this. | can’t stand this tension either, though, so | fall back 
on the bed and don’t stop. 

| imagine each stroke of my hand is her hot, wet mouth 
taking me in. | squeeze my eyes shut and paint a picture of 
her blue eyes, big and round, looking up at me as | tell her 


to relax her throat and watch as they fill with tears the 
deeper | get. 

“Good girl, hold still for daddy,” | moan into the empty 
room, thrusting up into my fist as if I’m fucking her mouth 
and making her take every inch. She’s so pliant, so 
obedient, it makes my dick leak and my abs contract. 

“Don’t stop, baby, you’re doing so good,” | plead to a 
ghost and wave my hand around the bed looking for the 
wand. Turning it on, | hold it to the base of my shaft and my 
whole body tenses at the tortuous, buzzing sensation. | 
don’t last long after that, coming hard and violently into the 
black lace. 

| stay on my back, breathing heavily and staring up at the 
unmoving ceiling fan that desperately needs to be dusted. 
With each rise and fall of my chest, | repeat the same thing 
over and over in my head: 

I’m so fucked. 
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Mr. Tiny Willie 


Harlow 


“G ood morning, a chuisle.” His voice is silky with a 
Slight morning rasp. My _ belly squeezes, 
remembering the way that same voice grew deep and 
anguished as he spilled his seed, moaning my name. | sit 
down at the kitchen counter, and he slides a hot mug of 
coffee across the island to me. 

“Where did you run off to last night?” | sip the coffee, 
clasping the warm cup between both hands. His hair is 
mussed from sleep, and gray sweatpants are slung low on 
his hips. | make a concerted effort to keep my eyes on his 
face and not traverse the canvas of his exposed abs. 

“| liked your natural hair better.” His lip curls. 

“Excuse me?” 

“You dyed it dark for me, no?” His cocky grin makes me 
want to throw the piping-hot liquid on him. 

“Don’t flatter yourself.” | scoff. 


“Oh, baby, you do that all on your own.” He rests his 
elbows on the island and leans forward to tug on the end of 
the long braid | slept in. He smirks. “I like it long like this 
though, no matter the color. Gives me something to hold on 
to,” 

“Are you ever not thinking about sex?” | toss my hair 
behind my back and out of his reach. 

“Rarely.” He pushes off the counter and opens the fridge. 
The ghoulish skull covering his back stares at me. My eyes 
trace the defined plates of his muscles down to the long 
scar etched through the inked skin. 

“How did you get that scar?” 

“Jousting tournament,” he says with a straight face, and | 
can’t help but laugh. 

“Ah, yes, my knight in shining armor.” A calming warmth 
settles into my bones with this light banter. It feels...almost 
normal, domestic. He curses as he pulls charred bread out 
of the toaster. Could this be my reality? Flirty chatter over 
breakfast with bedhead and burnt toast? 

“Though, I’m pretty sure the knight is supposed to rescue 
the princess from the tower, not be the one locking her up.” 

“Why not both?” He talks as he rounds the island to my 
side. “| locked you up to keep you safe, but now that the 
Russians are out of the picture—” 

“Wait, what do you mean the Russians are out of the 
picture?” My mind instantly conjures the image of Beth’s 
family photo at her graduation. Her parents and 


grandparents and Uncle Ivan stand around her, all beaming 
with pride as she holds up her diploma, her grad cap sitting 
askew on her head of blonde hair. “Are they—” 

“| didn’t kill them, if that’s what you’re worried about—at 
least no one important.” He gives me a look like I’m wasting 
his time, but I’m still wrapping my head around the casual 
murder admission because it was “no one important.” 

| jump off my stool. “What the hell did you do, Cash?” My 
hands shake as | realize that any death in the name of 
protecting me is blood on my hands. My foolish mirage of a 
lazy morning shatters. This is my reality. 

“What did | do?” Cash steps up to my chest, so close | 
have to crane my head back to meet him eye to eye. “I did 
what | had to do to keep you safe—when are you going to 
understand that, Harlow?” My stomach drops at the rare use 
of my name, suddenly realizing how much comfort I’ve 
taken in a word | don’t even understand: uh-khush-leh. 

“You’re mine to hurt, to break.” | can feel his chest 
reverberating from the force with which he speaks, in 
heavy, husky, defined syllables. “But you’re also mine to 
protect, to treasure. And | will a/ways do whatever it takes to 
make that happen.” 

| swallow shakily, feeling like my soul has just been 
bought with whatever chaos he reigned in my name. “That 
was Beth’s family.” 

“And they’re all fucking fine.” His hands tremble at his 
sides in tight fists. “Christ, you think | don’t know what it 


would do to you if | wiped out your only living connections to 
her? You really think I’d do that to you, even if they 
deserved that and worse for putting you in danger? | may 
be a monster, but I’m your monster.” He scowls, but there’s 
hurt in his eyes, like | rejected a gift. “And a fucking thank 
you wouldn’t hurt either.” 

| hate the weakness in me that wants to crumble like 
paper and apologize for the burden | am. But I’ve also 
learned that Cash wants a weak woman just about as much 
as | want to be one. So | fight the urge to ask him to forgive 
me and tend to his bruised ego. Too many women have 
been taught to shrink themselves for the sake of the male 
ego. | refuse to fall in line. 

“| can’t say thank you if | don’t know what I’m thanking 
you for.” 

He sucks his bottom lip between his teeth. “I intercepted 
their incoming shipments of cocaine. Then | blew them up 
one by one until he agreed to check my alibi. | asked Stella 
what videos you watched that convinced you | was telling 
the truth and showed them to Koslov. He found them quite 
convincing as well.” 

| fall back onto my seat. “And that’s it, the threat is just 
gone? You said the entire city would be after me.” 

“They didn’t tell anyone what they saw. They didn’t want 
anyone else getting to you first.” 

“How do you know they’re telling the truth?” 


“Because after Koslov told me, | shoved a gun down his 
second’s pants and asked him if what he said was the truth 
or his sad, little dick would be paying the price.” 

| gape. “Would you really have shot his dick off?” 

“A chuisle, | would shoot my own dick off if it meant you 
were Safe,” he says with a lopsided smile. Gruesome, but... 
kinda sweet? 

The sweetness sours when another thought occurs to me. 
“If it weren’t for me, you would have killed him wouldn’t 
you.” 

“Without a second thought.” His words slide down my 
back like melting ice. “No one fucks with my family and 
survives. No one. Until now.” 

His previous words echo in my mind. “But if I’m yours to 
hurt—” 

“Not like that, a chu/s/e. Never like that.” He cups the side 
of my face, his thumb stroking my cheek. His jade-green 
eyes deepen as he drinks me in. “I'll hurt your body because 
| know you love the pain. I'll break your resolve because | 
love to hear you beg. But | don’t want to hurt your soul or 
break your heart.” 

“Cash—” 

The front door is pushed open, and a late-middle-aged 
white woman comes bustling inside, followed by Alfie, 
whose arms are full of brown grocery bags. 

Cash spares them a quick glance, but then his eyes are 
back on mine. “You understand me?” | nod, even though I’m 


not sure | do. He presses a tender kiss to my forehead, then 
pulls away to greet the newcomers. 

He leans down to kiss the older woman on both cheeks. 
She has a short bob that’s dyed brown, though gray hairs 
peeking out at her roots. She smiles from ear to ear, 
clasping Cash around his upper arm. 

“| didn’t expect you to be home, I’m so glad | get to see 
my favorite little Fox.” She gives his arms a squeeze before 
letting go and turning to me. She eyes me up and down like 
| have two heads. “And who do we have here?” 

| rise to shake her hand. “Hi, I’m Harlow.” 

“Donna. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She has a bubbly, 
southern accent. 

“You as well, I’m so sorry I’m not more presentable. Cash 
didn’t tell me his mother was coming over.” | tug at my 
pajama shirt and tuck fallen strands of hair behind my ear. 
Cash’s head whips around from where he is helping Alfie 
unpack groceries, his face hard as stone, and | suddenly feel 
like I’ve eaten my whole damn foot. 

She laughs uncomfortably. “I’m just the housekeeper, not 
his momma.” 

“Come with me,” Cash barks, grabbing my hand to drag 
me down the hallway to his bedroom. 

He slams the door behind him. His chin is tucked into his 
chest and his shoulders are rigid. As he slowly raises his 
head, there’s a tumultuousness brewing in his eyes. | brace 
myself for whatever’s to come next. If he wants to fly off the 


handle over an innocent mistake that he damn well could 
have prevented by introducing me himself, then it’s a good 
thing he’s settled this feud with the Russians so | can get 
the hell out of here. 

I’m nearly knocked off my feet by what he does next. 

| collide with his chest as he tugs me forward by framing 
my face with his hands. I’m still recovering from the shock 
when his mouth crashes down on mine. 

| feel his desperation radiate through his palms clasped on 
either side of my head. He kisses me, hungry but tender, 
coaxing my mouth open with a gentle tongue. | wind my 
arms around his neck, the feeling natural and necessary, 
like breathing. My soft breasts are pressed against his hard 
chest as he lowers a hand to brace my hip and hold me 
tighter. 

| yelp softly when he pulls my hair to tilt my head back. 
His chest rises and falls in time with my heartbeat. “She 


” 


would have loved you,” he whispers, pain evident in his 
voice. | don’t have to ask who he’s talking about. | recognize 
that pain like it’s my own. 

“When did she die?” 

His grip tangled in my hair loosens and he massages the 
nape of my neck. “Nearly fifteen years ago—” He ends his 
sentence abruptly, but his lips hover open like he isn’t done 
speaking. | mirror his movements by gently rubbing the 
back of his neck, waiting. “She had a target on her back 


” 


too. 


He swallows and refuses to meet my eyes when | ask, 
“She was killed?” He doesn’t need to answer me verbally for 
me to understand... “The Bratva are just the beginning, 
aren’t they? As long as I’m with you, I’m going to be in 
danger.” 

“No.” He wrenches his head up and repeats, “No.” 

“But—” 

“I’m a selfish bastard, a chuisl/e. I'm keeping you. And if 
I’m never letting you go, I’m never letting anyone take you 
from me either.” 

| don’t realize I’m crying until his inked hand wipes the 
tear from my cheek. The image of a fox that used to haunt 
my nights is now drying my tears. | squeeze my eyes shut 
and lean into this palm, letting myself just feel for once. 

| strip back my very real fears and all the logic that 
screams at me to run. | strip it all back until all | can feel is 
the warmth of his palm and the tugging in my chest 
tethering me to him. | feel my lungs inflate and my chest 
press against his, hard and hot. Keeping my eyes closed, | 
tilt my face up, inviting his kiss. 

His lips meet mine again in a testing brush. “You’re in my 
fucking veins, Harlow.” This time when he says my name, 
it’s a crescendo of hurt and lust and desire and sacrifice. 
And | want to drown in it. 

“Why haven't you fucked me yet?” | whisper against his 
mouth, and he shudders, his teeth biting into his lip. His grip 
on my hip turns bruising, and | half expect him to rip off my 


pajama shorts and bend me over the bed. He’s threatened 
to do aS much many times, and yet, here we are. 

“Because there’s no going back after that. Once | have 
you that way, no other man ever will. You’re mine, a chuisle. 
I’ve accepted that | belong to you, but I’m not crossing that 
line until you’ve accepted that you belong to me too.” He 
traces the shell of my ear with a light finger, and my 
breathing wavers. “Once | truly make that perfect pussy 
mine, I’d tie you to the bed if you ever tried to leave. I’d 
fuck you until your legs are too weak to run away. I’d burn 
down the city until it’s just you, me, and the ashes, so you’d 
have no choice but to stay.” 

| consider his words, handling them delicately like the 
grenade they are. Only, | don’t know if the pin has already 
been pulled. But | do know | can’t take the impact until I’ve 
picked up the shrapnel the June Harbor Slayer left behind. 

| slide my hands from around his neck to his chest. “I can’t 
make any promises to you until I’ve fulfilled my promise to 
her.” 

“| know.” He covers my hands flat on his chest with his 
own. “That fucker doesn’t stand a chance.” 


Pate 4, 


Jalen. 


“What did you call him?” 

“Unhung Doug.” We’re back in Cash’s stalker lair, and he’s 
been fussing around on the computer the past few minutes. 
When | told Cash my theory about Doug, he already knew 
who | was talking about. / guess poorly endowed men are 
memorable after all. 

“Me and your Beth would be friends.” He laughs, but my 
chest squeezes. “I like her sense of humor.” 

“Did you ever meet her?” | try to imagine what Beth would 
say to me now about Cash. Probably a warning about him 
being a murderous psychopath, but if he makes me happy 
then that’s all that matters. De/usiona/. Beth was a big 
believer in love conquers all. She loved love. Which is 
probably why she made such a good dancer. She adored the 
meeting point of sensuality and romance. 

“| don’t Know. Maybe.” Cash shrugs without taking his 
eyes off the screen. 

“You would have remembered her.” | laugh. 

“Doubtful.” He spins in his chair to face me. “No one has 
ever been seared into my memory like you. Even if | never 
Saw you again after June Bug, | would know every inch of 
you until the day | die.” 

| curse the butterflies and blush that not-so-subtly react to 
his words. “Stella was right about you, you are a giant 
drama queen.” 

He chuckles, tugging me out of my chair and into his lap. 
“King, baby. I’m a drama king, and you’re my queen.” He 


tickles my neck with his laughter as he nips my skin with his 
teeth. 

“Anyway, meet Mr. Tiny Willie.” He spins us in the chair to 
show me a black-and-white still shot of a security feed on 
the computer. 

In the picture, Beth is talking to a young, white man ina 
black sweatshirt, with the hood pulled off. Immediately my 
stomach churns, the black hoodie making me queasy. 
Yellow, black, red, black, black, black. | force myself to keep 
my eyes on the screen. 

His head is buzzed short, and he looks a few years 
younger than us. Her arms are crossed protectively over her 
tiny dancing bikini. Even with her high stage shoes, he’s still 
a few inches taller than her. 

“No, that can’t be right. Doug was an old creep. This guy 
is way too young.” 

“1 don’t know what she told you, but this is the man 


” 


Dexter kicked out on multiple occasions.” My mind spins 
over this misunderstanding. Beth wouldn’t have lied to me 
about something like this, she had no reason to. It’s not like 
| know the man on the screen, she’d have no reason to 
protect him. 

“No offense, but strip clubs aren’t exactly short on pervs. 
This is just another entitled asshole.” 

“It’s him.” He sounds bored. 


“How do you know? Do you know who he is?” 


“No, he’s a ghost. I’ve tapped every one of my resources, 
and no one knows who he is.” This is disappointing, but not 
Surprising. I’m sure he would be six feet under by now if 
Cash had even the slightest idea about who he is. 

“| want to talk to Dex,” | say, but lean forward to really 
take in every feature of this man. See if there’s possibly 
anything familiar about him. 

“| thought you might—” 

“Wait, hold up—can you zoom in on his hand?” The angle 
is terrible, but | can tell there is a blur of something darker 
than his skin along the base of his thumb. | can’t see the 
rest, but it looks like it continues onto the back of his hand. 

“Shit, you can’t tell a damn thing.” | hiss, frustrated when 
Cash zooms in and the blur remains a blur. “Are there any 
other angles?” 

“Not of his hand. We already checked,” Cash says flatly. 

“It’s probably irrelevant because | doubt this is the Doug 
Beth told me about.” 


We turn onto the road | know so well. It makes my chest 
seize up and my palms sweat. I’m starting to regret coming 


here. Dexter would probably have met us anywhere else if 
I'd asked. 

Fuck, fuck, fuck. The panic hammering my ribcage builds. 

Cash’s face remains impassive as he turns the steering 
wheel into Peaches’ parking lot. It looks much different in 
the daytime. The neon sign has a muted glow in the sunlight 
without the contrast of the dark night. The entry door is 
quiet and shut, instead of ajar and pulsing with music and 
colorful lights. Dex isn’t standing there wishing us a good 
night. 

Pools of yellow. Blurred red. Black. More red. 

“| think I’m gonna puke,” | realize as he cuts the engine. 
Clammy sweat pricks my forehead and the roiling in my 
stomach turns violent. 

“Okay,” he says calmly, and it immediately reminds me of 
how different it is than Beth’s response. She would be the 
chaotic mix of panic while trying to stay calm for me when 
really she’s freaking out because she hates vomit and would 
be doing a poor job of hiding it. 

He gets out, and for a second | think he’s gonna leave me 
here alone. But then he is opening my car door and picking 
my legs up at the knees to spin me until my feet stick out of 
the car. 

“C’mon, baby, you're alright. Just put your head between 
your knees.” He strokes my cheek and slides his hand to the 
back of my head and gently pushes me down. It’s nothing 
like the ruthless way he made me gag on his cock a few 


days ago. It's sweet and encouraging as he reminds me to 
breathe. 

“That’s it. Good girl.” He rubs soft circles up and down my 
back as | wedge my head between my knees. My blood 
echoes in my ears as | focus on shoving down the bile trying 
to crawl its way up my esophagus. “You’re doing so well, 
keep breathing just like that.” 

| hear cars drive past, just any other day for them. The 
city never stops to mourn or even recognize what it’s lost. A 
newspaper article every day for a week after the murder 
until the leads dry up and they focus on the zoo’s new 
gorilla exhibit or the executive chef accused of sexual 
assault. 

“How do you feel?” | hear Cash distantly even though he’s 
right in front of me. “Harlow, look at me.” | hear that. Hard 
edges surround his order. Because that’s what it is: an order. 

| lift my head to meet his eyes where he is crouched in 
front of me. “There ya are.” His voice is back to neutral 
tenderness, and he coasts his knuckles along my jaw. “How 
do you feel?” 

| take a minute to truly assess how | feel and realize | am 
no longer sick. At least physically. “Better.” 

“That’s my girl, always a fighter. You good to stand?” | bob 
my head in a nod. “We're going inside.” 

“Hey, you.” Dex waves to me from his seat at the club’s 
bar. “How you doin’, sweetheart?” His deep-brown eyes 
mist, and it tugs on my heart. I’m not the only one who lost 


someone special. Beth left a special mark on everyone who 
knew her. 

| thought | was the only one hurting the way | was 
because her family seemed disinterested in finding justice, 
but | now realize it’s because they had plans of their own 
that didn’t involve the police. 

“It’s weird. Being back here. Without her.” My words get 
chopped off by my tightening jaw holding back a fresh wave 
of tears. The thing that stops them from spilling is Cash’s 
hand slipping into mine, lacing his fingers with my own to 
anchor me, keeping me from getting swept away. 

Dexter sighs with a knowing nod. | saddle up in a stool 
next to him. “This skinhead kid can’t be Unhung Doug.” 

“Who?” He looks at me confused but slightly amused with 
the epithet. 

“Unhung Doug. The guy who kept sneaking in to harass 
Beth? He whipped it out during a private dance and didn’t 
have much to show...hence the nickname.” 

“| don’t know anything about a private dance, but that is 
the only fucker who was able to sneak in.” Dexter taps a 
beat on his Coke can. 

“There has to be another guy, we should go back through 
the footage and—” | remember something Cash said the 
day we ran into Leo. | didn’t register it at the time, 
but...“Wait, didn’t you tell Leo the footage got lost?” | turn 
to Cash, who’s twiddling a toothpick between his teeth. 


“| wasn’t going to hand over the man that’s framing me as 
a serial killer to the police for them to fuck up. If he’s our 
man, I’m gonna be there when he meets his maker.” 

“You withheld evidence?” It sounds stupid the moment it 
leaves my mouths. Of course, Cash Fox would withhold 
evidence. That’s practically his job description. Doesn't 
make me any less irate. “Even though you couldn’t identify 
him? You’ve wasted fucking weeks sitting on this during 
which the police could have been searching for him too.” 

“A chuisl—” 

“Don’t uh-khush-leh me, you selfish bastard.” His eyes 
harden in that detached way they do right before he lashes 
out with violence, so | speak before he can. “I want to talk 
with Dexter alone. Please,” | add bitterly. 

“I'll wait right over here.” 

Once he’s seated a few tables away from the bar, | turn 
back to Dexter. “Okay, help me understand. Why would Beth 
make up some story about a tiny-dick asshole?” 

“| don’t know what to tell you, babe.” He shrugs with a 
sinking lilt to his voice, like he’s disappointed he can’t be 
more helpful. And god, do / know the feeling. 

“Well, if this guy wasn’t harassing Beth for anything 
sexual, what did he want and how did he get back in? You 
guys have tight security.” 

“| don’t know what he wanted, but | never saw him touch 
her for what it’s worth. We didn’t know how he kept getting 
in, but never looked into it until after she...you know.” 


Seeing this big bear of a man choke on his words hurts. “He 
seemed harmless at the time—annoying, but harmless. After 
that, Finn ran some sort of tech-genius workup on our 
system and realized he’d hacked into our alarm system and 
would disengage it for just a few seconds so he could slip in, 
but the system would never be down long enough to alert 
us that it was down...does that make sense?” 

“Yeah, it does.” And it’s incredibly smart. |f he had access 
to the alarm system, who knows what else he had access 
to? But | still don’t understand why it was worth all this to 
just soeak with Beth. “And you have no idea who he is?” 

“None.” Shit. 

“What about his hand? Do you remember seeing a tattoo 
on his hand?” 

He takes a sip while his brows crease like he’s trying hard 
to remember. “Ya know, now that you mention it, he had a 
birthmark on his hand. Pretty big one too. | remember 
because at first | thought it was blood, but after a second 
glance it was obvious it wasn’t.” 

“Well, thanks for always looking out for our girl. We’re 
gonna find this piece of shit.” Though | don’t feel confident 
in that at all right now. The words sound cliché and trite. | 
clap him on the shoulder and hop off my stool. 

Cash is sitting relaxed in a chair, typing something on his 
phone. | want to snatch Dexter’s soda and throw it in his 
face. The cocky asshole. 


We wordlessly get into Cash’s car. | stew in silence, still 
pissed that he lied to the cops. | don’t expect him and Leo to 
be braiding each other’s hair, but if he couldn’t identify 
Doug, then why hold on to it? Men and their egos. 

Cash speaks first, his eyes trained on the road and his fist 
tight on the gear stick. “You realize that if | wasn’t able to 
figure out his identity, there’s absolutely no chance your pig 
boyfriend could.” His jaw ticks, and | am flabbergasted he’s 
making this about Leo and my nonexistent relationship. 

“Did you forget that minor incident when Leo held you at 
gunpoint and | sti// chose you?” | snap. “And did you forget 
that you shoved your hand down my pants in the elevator 
and threw a hissy fit after?” 

God, this man. I\t’s like everything he said this morning 
was nothing but flimsy words and empty promises. 

| expect him to punch the steering wheel and lash out, but 
instead he just laughs, hearty and low. “Can’t say | didn’t 
love seeing the look on his face when you told him to beat 
it. He’s always coming in second.” 

That reminds me of what else Cash said, mistakes 
happen, but I’m sure you know all about that. “You guys 
have history outside of this case, don’t you?” 

“It’s nothing that serious. He’s just a sore loser. He’s been 
trying to pin something on me since his gang unit days. | 
can’t imagine how excited he must have been when he 
thought you could identify me as the killer.” 


“He was actually pretty pissed. He knew your alibi was 
solid. But speaking of your tattoo...Dex said Doug had a 
birthmark on his hand, that could be what we saw in the 
picture. Maybe he used your tattoo design as a way to cover 
his equally identifiable mark.” 

He flashes me a glance and sets a hand on my thigh. 
“Now you're thinking.” He gives my leg a squeeze and tries 
to slide his palm higher, but | pick it off. 

“For the record, I’m still mad about you withholding the 
security tapes. | have no interest in the pissing match you 
have with Leo. | care about finding Beth’s killer, and it was 
stupid and selfish to keep it after you hit a dead end.” 

“If you’re trying to strong-arm me into eating that fine-ass 
pussy until you can’t feel your legs again, you can just ask.” 
He chuckles and tries to creep his hand back. 

| swat it away. “God, | hate you.” | bite my tongue so | 
don’t laugh too. 

“There’s a thin line between love and hate, a chuisle.” 

| stare out the window the rest of the car ride so he 
doesn’t see my smile. The fucker. 
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When She Falls 


Cash 


H arlow is funny. She loves to give up control, but will 
also fight ‘til her nails are bleeding for a single shred 
of it. | tell her to get on her knees and suck like a good little 
slut, and she holds her tongue out ready and waiting. 

| tell her | like her hair long and light, and she walks into 
the kitchen the next morning with hair a shade away from 
black and cut to her shoulders. 

She saunters in, her brows slightly raised as if she doesn’t 
know why I’m staring, but her lip twitching gives away how 
amused she really is. My baby’s got some bite. 

“You know what they say about eye-fucking...” She purses 
her lips and takes her seat at the island. As our habit has 
become, she rests her elbows on the counter until | slide her 
a fresh mug of coffee. 

“You're still hot as hell and make my dick just as hard.” | 
swirl the soy milk she likes into the hot coffee, and she bites 
back a smile. | pat the counter in front of me. “Why don’t 


you hop up on here and spread your pretty legs and I'll show 
you.” 

She takes a sip of her coffee and rakes me with her gaze 
over the rim. Her eyes catch on the gold crucifix hanging 
between the open buttons of my black dress shirt. She 
scoffs. “Interesting choice in jewelry.” 

“And why’s that?” 

“There’s nothing holy about you, Cash Fox.” Her taunting 
use of my full name makes my cock jump in my matching 
black slacks. 

“Except for when I’m making you see God. What would 
you call that if not holy?” She chokes on her coffee, and | 
relish the blush creeping up her cheeks. “Do you doubt me, 
a Chuisle?” 

“I’m going out today,” she states, seemingly picking up 
my habit of ignoring questions | don’t want to answer. 

“Okay, I'll come with.” 

“No. If the Bratva is no longer a threat to me, I’m going by 
myself. | can’t very well show up to a client meeting with a 
babysitter, can I?” My brain quickly processes every barely 
perceptible clue that she’s lying to my face. 

Her pitch raises uncharacteristically high on her question. 
She flits her gaze to my forehead and back to my eyes— 
she’s trying to maintain eye contact but physically can’t. 
There’s an added level of sass, which she must think is 
convincing when it’s really a dead give away. 


“How did you make a meeting without your phone?” | 
know she never retrieved her old phone after the shooting 
because | cleaned out her locker myself. 

“! grabbed my laptop from my apartment the other day.” 
Another lie. Her laptop was left wedged into a couch cushion 
when | snuck into her apartment. 

“You know you don’t have to work anymore if you don’t 
want to.” She stares at me like she's waiting for a punchline 
to follow. 

“Right.” She laughs. “Because relying on you for physical 
security isn’t enough, | have to rely on you for financial 
security too.” 

| act like | don’t hear her and pull out my phone. After a 
minute or two of silence while | look like I’m ignoring her 
being on my phone, she stands with a huff. “Okay, great 
talk. I’m gonna go now.” 

“Done,” | say, and slide my phone back into my pocket. 
She cocks her hip and stares at me to elaborate. “| think five 
million should be good for now. What do you think?” 

She gapes. “Five million what?” 

“Dollars, of course. Paid direct deposit to the account you 
gave for the Den. It’s yours. | can’t take it back or hold it 
over you or any other idea you have.” 

“You're kidding.” She runs her hands through her cropped 
hair. 

“Serious as a heart attack.” 


Her eyes expand like she was just told she won the lottery 
—and | guess she did. But then she clamps her expression 
down and fixes me with a no-nonsense look. “This doesn’t 
mean I’m not going out by myself.” 

“Fine. Roman will go with you.” | cross my arms and ignore 
the fluttering in my stomach at seeing her get all flustered. 

“No. By myself means no you, no Roman, no Alfie. No 
one.” She mirrors me and crosses her arms, pushing out her 
chin. 

“Okay. See you later then.” | put my empty mug in the 
sink and start over toward the couch. 

“Really? Just like that?” She eyes me suspiciously, clearly 
not expecting me to relent so easily. Damn, | love messing 
with her. She nibbles her cheek as she processes, and her 
blue eyes scrutinize me, searching for something but not 
sure what. 

“Have a good day,” | say cordially and turn my attention 
to opening up a magazine from the coffee table. 

“Okay...bye?” | watch her creep forward hesitantly in my 
periphery. Her round bottom is squeezed into a pair of light- 
wash jeans, and a peek of skin is visible above the high 
waist. I’m tempted to pull up her shirt and see if she carries 
my finger marks. 

“Your ass looks fucking fantastic today,” | say without 
looking up. | can practically hear her roll her eyes as she 
walks out of the apartment. 


| wait thirty seconds, then take my phone back out. | hear 
another ring from out in the hallway. 

“Hey, boss.” Alfie answers before the second ring. 

“Follow her.” 


IMy blood boils, and my grip tightens painfully around the 
hard edges of my phone. “Thanks for the update.” | hang up 
and throw it across the room. It flies into a framed photo, 
sending glass shattering. 

When Alfie called to update me on Harlow’s little 
excursion | thought it might be this, but | hoped it wasn’t. | 
didn’t realize how much I'd hoped it wasn’t until | heard him 
tell me and a bomb detonated in my gut. 

She went to the fucking police station. Ran right back to 
her fuck-toy detective. My teeth grind together as | imagine 
his slimy hands roaming her curves, curves that belong to 
me. 

Leo this, Leo that. | should have gotten a fucking clue 
when she didn’t call him by his last name or title. Blinded by 
pussy like a goddamn simp. 

| tug at my collar, feeling too tight in my own skin. 

She’s mine. She’s fucking mine. 


| soend the next ten minutes dreaming about cutting her 
out of those skin-tight, skanky-ass jeans and taking my hand 
to her ass until | can’t feel my palm. | want her to carry my 
marks with her for days so that fucker will know who she 
really belongs to. 

| hear her greet Roman in the hallway outside my 
apartment. Her voice is a forced singsong. Liar My muscles 
Shake as the doorknob turns and she steps in, her fake smile 
immediately falling as soon as she sees me. She knows 
She’s fucked up and is about to pay up. 

“How was your meeting?” Years of practice allow me to 
keep my tone even-keeled and undisturbed. She stays 
frozen a few steps inside, eyes glued to an envelope in her 
hands. My jaw grinds at her refusal to face me. 

| uncross and recross my legs, my body aching to jump up 
and confront her face to face. “I asked you a question.” | 
can’t contain the snarl that slips out. 

Her breath sluices in and out in ragged attempts to catch 
her breath, and | realize her hands are trembling around the 
envelope. She remains frozen, like she can’t even hear me. 
Aggravated by her lack of response, but also nagged by the 
sense something isn’t right, | approach her in unhurried 
Strides. 

| stop in front of her, and she slowly raises her chin. Tears 
brim her eyes and her nostrils pump in sync with her 
heaving chest as she struggles for breath. There’s fear in 


her eyes, and it’s not fear of me. No, she’s looking at me for 
help, to rescue her from whatever terror is haunting her. 

In an instant, the red-hot rage simmering in my veins 
turns ice cold. “What happened? Are you hurt?” | hardly 
recognize the protective growl in my own voice. 

She hands me the envelope. | pull out a single sheet of 
paper—a photograph. The side with the image is facing 
down and the side facing me has a string of words tapped 
out in typewriter lettering: 

Oink, oink. Talk to pigs, get slaughtered like a pig. 

| flip the photo print over. It’s a shot | recognize 
immediately. It’s from the day | took Harlow to her 
apartment. Harlow, Leo, and | are standing on the sidewalk 
by my car. She has her hand on Leo’s arm and it’s obvious 
they are mid-conversation. 

My skin prickles with what this means. Who this is from. 
He’s found us, he’s found her. 


” 


“He’s gonna kill me.” Her voice is shockingly empty of 
emotion, dry and hollow. It grates against my heart. “He’s 
gonna kill me like he killed her. He was a machine, just 
stabbing over and over and over—” 2 

| shove the photo and envelope into my pocket and grasp 
her face between my palms. 

“Baby, look at me—” 

“There was so much blood, Cash. So much red, so much 
black.” Her eyes lock with mine, but she isn’t there. She’s 


somewhere else, her gaze staring past me, through me. 


“He’s gonna kill me,” she repeats, and | catch her as her 
knees buckle, her eyes still impassive and glazed over. 

She’s dissociating, her panic attack hitting a breaking 
point that is causing her brain to switch off. Her body 
slumps toward the floor, but | keep her upright. “I’m gonna 
pick you up now, baby.” 

She’s a rag doll as | scoop her up, but when she wraps her 
arms around my neck, my heart squeezes painfully like it’s 
wrapped in barbed wire. “Good girl, hold on to me just like 
that.” | press my nose against her hair and clutch her tightly 
as | carry her to my room. Her sandals slip off her dangling 
feet and clatter to the floor. 

| set her up on my bathroom counter and step away ever 
so briefly to turn on the tub. | return and press a kiss to her 
forehead, then her nose, then each cheek, while | slowly 
coax her arms up and her shirt over her head. | unclasp her 
bra next, and then reach for the buttons of her jeans. 

“Lift your hips for me, a chuis/le.” She sets her arms over 
my shoulders for support as she raises her bottom off the 
counter, and | slide her jeans down her hips, taking her 
panties with them. 

She sits before me naked, and fucking beautiful, and 
fucking heartbreaking. | have so many questions | want to 
demand she answer so | can find the motherfucker that hurt 
her, but instead | pick her back up and gently set her into 
the large tub. Warm water is filling it, and steam wraps 
around her silky body. 


She draws her knees to her chest, and | ache for her to 
Snap at me, make some smart-ass quip. Droplets of steam 
condense on her shoulders, and | want to bite the dewy 
flesh just so she’ll bite back. Seeing her drained of her fight 
is one of the most painful things I’ve ever witnessed. 

| grab a cup from the counter and set it with the shampoo 
and body wash bottles on the stool next to the tub—the 
Same brand from her apartment. | noted them when | did 
my litthe reconnaissance and had Donna pick them up. | 
Strip out of my clothes and slip in behind her. Her body 
relaxes back into me, clogging my throat with relief. “Lean 
back, baby. | got you.” | wrap my arms around her soft 
stomach, and she eases her knees as flat as she can in the 
tub. 

“I’m always going to catch you when you fall,” | whisper 
into her hair. 

| hold her like this for a couple more minutes until the tub 
is full. Shutting off the faucet, we stay nuzzled together in 
the heat for a few shared breaths. | squirt some lavender 
body wash onto a loofah and am so relieved when her 
muscles continue to unwind as | drag the sudsy thing up 
and down her limbs. 

“Do you want to tell me what happened?” 

“No.” It's a short, one-word response, but it’s thick with 
emotion. My girl is coming back to me. 

“That’s okay.” | gather her hair at the base of her neck 
and dunk the cup into the water. “Tilt your head back, 


baby.” She follows directions beautifully, a soft sighing 
passing her lips as she closes her eyes and lets her head lull 
back. “Perfect.” You’re perfect, | want to say. 

| pour water at her hairline, cupful by cupful, until her hair 
is soaked. Then | work shampoo gently into her scalp, my 
cock unhelpfully thickening when she lets out a sweet little 
moan. | massage my fingertips for what I’m sure is longer 
than necessary, but she seems so at peace by the 
ministrations, | can't bring myself to stop. | shift to rub 
circles along her temples, and the crease fixed between her 
brows melts away. 

Eventually | move on, rinsing the shampoo before 
applying conditioner. Once I've worked it through her 
strands, she reaches back and twists her hair into a bun, 
securing it with an elastic from her wrist. With her hair out 
of the way, she leans back and rests her head in the nook 
between my shoulder and neck. A giant’s fist constricts 
around my lungs when she softly places a kiss on my hot, 
Sweaty skin. 

She has choked on my cock, let me smear my name on 
her chest with my cum, ground her sopping pussy on my 
tongue, and yet somehow, this one small kiss is more 
intimate than it all. There’s no spite, no angst. It’s not even 
lust. It’s gratitude. 

And | feel supremely unworthy. 

Maybe if | can gather up all her broken pieces and put 
them back together strong enough, it will also fix the 


shattered remains that litter my soul. 

| finish bathing her as the water cools, then help her out of 
the tub, wrapping her in a fluffy towel. | carry her to my bed, 
pulling back the covers and set her on the sheets, her skin 
rosy and flushed from the bath water. The stretch marks 
sprawling over her hips and inner thighs were purple before, 
but are now a light pink. | toss the wet towel on the ground 
and stand at the foot of the bed, taking her in. 

Her chest rises and falls at a steady, healthy pace. Drops 
of water hang off her eyelashes, and her round belly looks 
soft and kissable. So that’s exactly what | do. 

| crawl onto the bed and start at her feet, kissing each toe, 
then the arch of her foot. | pepper kisses from her ankle to 
her knee and then up the squishy parts of her inner thighs, 
tracing my tongue along the flawless designs etched into 
her stretched skin. 

So fucking gorgeous. It’s hard to breathe. 

| drag my nose through the thicket of damp curls and 
press my lips into the crease of her thighs on either side. 
Her hips twitch at the ticklish spot, so | take a moment to 
hover there, letting my breath dance along her sensitive 
Skin. 

Her fingertips reach out to caress my shoulder and along 
the top of my hands as they snake up her sides. No words 
are exchanged, just synchronized breaths, and her small 
gasps at harmony with the silence. 


| continue my path up her body, kissing every roll and soft 
mound. Each breast and nipple. The hollow of her throat, up 
to the tender spot behind her ear. My naked body hovers 
over hers, the heat between our bodies reaching out, 
drawing us together. 

| give into its pull and fall to her side, wrapping her in my 
arms and tucking her into me. The curve of her ass slots 
against my dick and the cradle of my hips. | am content to 
hold her just like this, but she takes my hand and brings it 
between her legs. 

Guiding my fingers with her own, she slides them along 
her slit and parts the lips of her pussy. She sucks in a sharp 
breath as my fingers drag over her clit. Of my own accord, | 
press down a touch firmer, and she arches back into me 
with a barely audible whimper. 

“This what you want, baby?” | feel the shiver spread 
through her as | whisper into her ear. 

Removing her hand from over mine, she winds it back and 
cups the back of my neck, pulling me closer. “Please.” And 
there it is again, that trust and gratitude seeped into her 
words that makes my stomach do flips. 

| make slow and delicate strokes over and around her clit, 
her own juices making the movements glide smoothly. | stay 
nuzzled by her ear, telling her how beautiful she is, how 
stunning, how goddamn perfect, as her breathing becomes 
choppier the closer she gets. My cock hardens along her ass 
cheeks, and she rocks sweetly into it. 


This is the closest thing to making love that I’ve ever 
done. 

Even as her whimpers turn to pants, desperate and close, 
there’s nothing rushed about it. It’s slow and sweet until her 
legs start to shake and her nails dig into my neck. 

“There it is, sweet girl. Give it to me. It’s okay, you can let 
go, a Chuisle. |'’m not going anywhere. I'll pick up all your 
pieces.” 

“Cash—ahh...” she whines until her orgasm _ ripples 
through her with a silent scream, her mouth hanging open 
in pained bliss. 

“Good girl, coming undone so perfectly for me.” 

She melts into me, respiring deeply until, at some point, 
she feels safe enough to drift off to sleep wrapped tightly in 
my arms. 


1. AirplaneMode—BONES | SummerOtoole.com/Playlists 
2. Look After You—The Fray 
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Pulse of My Heart 


Cash 


| wake feeling loose and relaxed. My body is hugged by 
Harlow, her leg thrown over my hip and her cheek hot 
against my bare chest. There’s a light stickiness between 
our bodies, a sheen of sweat clinging to us. | don’t mind it 
though. It reminds me of the way the humid steam from the 
bath beaded on her skin, delicate drops of water that would 
cascade down the slopes of her body when they grew too 
heavy. 

| don’t realize she’s awake too until she begins tracing a 
light finger up and down my sternum. She seems so 
content, I’m scared to move, not wanting to shatter this 
moment. Her naked arm lays in contrast with my torso 
covered in black ink shaded with gray. | can’t help but reach 
out and drag my fingertips along her forearm draped over 
my chest. Goosebumps rise on her skin under my touch, 
and the knowledge of my effect on her sends warmth 
spilling down my spine. 


“Good morning, gorgeous,” | murmur into her hair. 

“Mhmm.” She nuzzles closer. | tighten my arm wrapped 
around her and squeeze her ass as | pull closer. Like a 
sleepy cat, she curls around me. The subtle movements of 
her leg drag over my dick. 

“How do you feel, baby?” 

“| don’t want to talk about it. Not yet.” Her voice is thick 
and husky from sleep. She looks up at me through her 
lashes, her blue eyes reflecting the safety she feels with me 
—so different from the terror that drenched them last night. 
“| just want to be Cash and Harlow right now. No Bratva, no 
Doug, no notes, no murders...” She trails off, and | can feel 
her body begin to tense. 

Desperate to give her the lazy morning she wants, | cup 
her cheek and bring her mouth to mine. Instantly, she 
softens again, her plush body curving around mine like they 
were always meant to fit together like this. 

“What's your favorite color, a chu/sle?” | whisper against 
her lips. 

“Pink, why?” Her mouth tugs at the corners. 

“Just Cash getting to know Harlow.” She smiles at that and 
kisses my jaw. 

“What’s your favorite animal?” she asks with a hint of 
giddiness. 

“A fox. I'd think that would be pretty obvious.” | laugh and 
give her ass a light slap. “One meal you could eat everyday 
and never get sick of?” 


“Mac and cheese with hotdogs.” | raise my eyebrow at her 
answer. 

She trails her finger from my sternum to the outside of my 
ribs, caressing the letters tattooed down my side. | expect 
her question before she even opens her mouth. “What does 
it say?” 

| want her to Know exactly how much the words mean, but 
for some reason | still find myself giving the easy answer, 
the answer that won’t reveal my heart. “Pulse of my heart.” 

She pries more. “In Irish?” 

“It was something my mother used to say to us. The literal 
translation is the pulse of my heart, but it means my 
beloved, my darling.” 

“Tell me about her.” She props herself up on her elbow to 
get a better look at me, her face curious. “Please.” 

| sigh, the poorly healed cracks on my heart splintering. 
“She grew up in Ireland. My father met her when he went 
over there in his late twenties to visit relatives. He was 
supposed to only stay the summer, but didn’t come back 
until two years later with a wife and new baby boy.” It’s 
easier to speak in these broad terms, removing myself from 
the narrative, telling it like a story and not my life. 

“You.” 

“Yeah. Actually, the Den was a belated wedding gift from 
my father to my mother. She always wanted to own a pub 
and was in the process of taking over her uncle’s in Ireland 
when they had to move back to the States. But my father 


wasn’t one to ever deny my mother something she 
wanted.” He was a volatile man, but when it came to her, he 
was a lovesick boy, always gentle, always kind. Makes me 
ashamed of the way I’ve treated Harlow. 

“It must have been nice having a chef in the family.” She 
smiles softly, but a little forlorn. | make a mental note to 
figure out why later. 

“Actually, she was a terrible cook. But poured a mean 
Guinness.” | chuckle softly. Her eyes raze the words on my 
side again, and my heart thumps nervously. 

“And how do you Say it in Irish?” | bite my lip and tug her 
on top of me, a hand on her hip and the other on her 
cheek. 

She straddles my hips as | pull her down to kiss me. | 
don’t know why | feel so nervous. I’ve almost died more 
times than | can count. There’s not a single day that | don’t 
do something reckless or dangerous. And yet, | kiss her like 
a dying man fighting for final absolution. 

We separate, and there’s a demure smile on her face, her 
cheeks rosy and hot beneath my palm. She’s so fucking 
beautiful it physically pains me. “Keep kissing me like that 
and | might forget you’re ignoring my question.” She nips 
my nose. “Again.” 

Through the thundering in my chest, | say the words that 
are imprinted on my heart. “A chuisle mo chro/.” She 
freezes, hearing the word I’ve been calling her. She exhales 
heavily, and | know she realizes that it's more than just a 


pet name, more than just a cute endearment. It’s me 
Sharing with her the only pure kind of love I’ve ever known. 
The only good part of my heart. A part | often question still 
exists. 

She begins rocking her hips with tentative movements, as 
if her body is subconsciously seeking mine. The slick from 
her cunt slides onto my cock, gliding her movements. “Say 
it again.” 

| hold her hips tight against mine, increasing the friction 
as | sound out each syllable distinctly, “uh khush-leh muh 
khree.” 

She attempts to repeat it back, lacking the proper guttural 
husk. Still, no words have ever sounded so sweet. 

My cock thickens under her ass, and she lifts up to bring it 
to the front. She sits up and arches her back, pushing her 
pelvis forward to slide her pussy up and down my hard 
length. | hiss at the warm and tantalizing feel of her arousal. 

“So fucking wet, baby. You feel so good.” She only 
whimpers in response as she grinds her clit on me. “Fuck, 
what | wouldn’t give to feel that tight pussy squeezing my 
cock right now.” 

Her heavy eyes drift to mine, already looking drunk with 
pleasure. “Not yet. | wanna ride daddy just like this.” She 
leans forward, planting her palms on my chest and rubbing 
down harder, ripping a moan from my throat. | fill my palms 
with her round ass, helping her pump up and down. 


“Ah—yes—” She mewils, the sound snapping something in 
me, and | spank her ass with brutal force. She yelps but falls 
forward to provide me more of her ass to slap while she 
kisses me. A kiss that quickly turns into her biting on my lip, 
tugging it sharply with every spank. 

“Such a good girl, taking it so well. Letting daddy spank 
you like a filthy little slut.” Her body twitches each time she 
passes over her clit, a beautiful little quake that makes my 
balls tingle, Knowing she is pleasuring herself with my cock. 
| reach around to tease her entrance with my fingers. 

“You want me to fuck myself on your fingers, daddy?” 
Fuck, she’s perfect. 

‘You know what to do, a chuisl/e.” 

Her eyelids flutter as she thrusts back and onto my 
fingers, her pussy so tight and wet, welcoming them. She 
rides them masterfully, fucking herself on my fingers just 
like she said, while also grinding along my cock which is now 
Sloppy with her wetness. 

| suck one of her bouncing breasts into my mouth, pulling 
on a nipple with my teeth. She whines and tells me to do it 
again. I’m all too happy to oblige. 

“Oh god...” she cries, and | feel her clench around my 
fingers. 

“Are you gonna come all over daddy’s cock?” 

She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth, the crease 
deepening between her brows. “Mhmm...” 
desperately. 


she whimpers 


“Good girl, make yourself come. Come on, baby, use me,” 
| encourage as she thrusts more feverishly, struggling to 
keep her movement consistent and precise as her body 
begins to tremble. Her wet pussy sliding up and down my 
cock is bringing me to my edge too. Each time she glides 
down the length, chills ripple from my balls to my thighs, 
which are flexing under her, fighting the urge to lift her up 
and spear her down on my dick. 

“Cash...Daddy...Fuck...” She stumbles over her words as 
her orgasm builds. 

“That’s it, come for me, you fucking slut. Come all over 
my cock.” 

“Ah!” Her inability to form words tells me it’s time. Her 
nails dig into my chest as her climax crests and | thrust a 
finger, coated in her slick, into her tight little ass. “Cash!” 
She cries, but then screams her release as her body pulses 
around me. 

“Jesus Christ,” she sighs, satisfied as she collapses onto 
my chest, my dick still hard between us. 

“You're a fucking goddess, a chuis/e. A fucking goddess,” | 
whisper against her sweaty forehead, brushing back damp 
strands of hair. 

| feel the thrum of her heart on my chest, and | think, that 
heart is beating for me. 

Just as mine beats for her. 
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= very muscle in my body is still humming with bliss as | 
lay panting on Cash. “You’re a fucking goddess, a 
chuisle. A fucking goddess,” he mutters, his lips brushing 
my forehead. 

That word. A chuis/e. |’d been scared to ask what it meant. 

At first, | ignored it. Silly, foreign pet names seemed so 
insignificant to my bigger mission. And then | grew curious, 
but could never quite tell whether he said it mockingly or 
endearingly. And after all the other filthy things he’s called 
me in English, | decided | didn’t want to know that he was 
just calling me a whore in another language when | was 
starting to find comfort in the word. 

And now, it feels like he’s handed me a little piece of his 
heart. A piece he’s kept safely hidden behind cruelty and 
violence. A piece that once knew love and is now—maybe— 
learning it again. My throat constricts at the thought, 


because it’s touching or overwhelming, | don’t know. 
Perhaps both. 

Cash trails soft fingers up and down my spine as we catch 
our breath, hearts beating in sync against each other. “If 
you keep doing that, I’m gonna fall asleep.” 

“Il can think of worse things than you falling asleep, all 
sexy and sated, on me, a chuisle.” 

“| need a shower, not sleep.” | prop myself up with my 
forearms on his chest. He looks down his nose to meet my 
eyes. 

“I suppose | can allow that.” He absentmindedly twirls a 
piece of my short hair around his finger. “Why don’t you 
head in there and I'll meet you in just a sec.” 

Cash’s shower is huge, with room for two opposing shower 
heads and a long rain shower in the middle. The walls are 
smooth concrete with a built-in bench and floating shelves 
on one side, small ferns and pothos plants dotting them. 
The tile flooring is black marble to match the matte-black 
finishes, and recessed lighting creates a moody, but still 
elegant, atmosphere. 

| turn the water on hot, letting steam fill the space. A 
hanging bouquet of eucalyptus fragrances the air. | hum to 
myself as | stand under the rain shower, the heat making all 
the heightened spots of my skin tingle pleasantly. | wet my 
hair but don’t worry about washing, since Cash washed it 
last night. 


Last night...it feels like a fever dream. The sheer horror 
and panic | felt when | picked up the envelope from the 
police station reception. It had been dropped off via courier 
while | was meeting with Leo. Which was also a waste of 
time—Leo telling me they couldn’t force Cash or his 
businesses to turn over footage without probable cause of a 
crime committed by them. Without a justifiable warrant, 
they had to rely on what Cash was voluntarily supplying. 

| was so mad at Cash walking out of that conversation, 
feeling like every step forward was followed by two steps 
backward and a stab of betrayal. But then | opened that 
envelope, and | didn’t want to be anywhere else but in his 
arms. 

When the beer supplier stepped out of line, he put him in 
his place. When bullets were flying, he shielded me. And | 
just knew that when my best friend’s killer found me, | 
wouldn’t feel safe again until he was with me. 

“! could stare at you all damn day.” Cash stands in the 
entrance of the shower, setting something on the counter 
out of view. His eyes travel my body unhurriedly and with 
great care. Warmth spills into my stomach at the same time 
chills radiate down my arms. 

His dick is still hard, jutting beautifully. And all fucking 
mine. 

Seeing him like this, naked and etched with muscle, 
painted with ink, makes me burn with hunger. | know | just 
came, but try telling that to my cunt. Bitch is already 


throbbing again, eager for more. | step out of the stream to 
grab his hand and pull him back under it with me. 

As his body becomes wet, it slides like satin against mine. 
We hold each other under the caress of the water, feeling a 
tension that is both so sweet | don’t want it to end but also 
so unbearable that | need it to snap. 

It does when | palm the back of his head and bring his 
mouth down on me. With the first contact of his lips on 
mine, the tension doesn’t snap, it fucking explodes. He picks 
me up, wrapping my legs around his waist, and then he’s 
Slamming us against the shower wall. 

“Fuck, baby, | need you so bad.” He growls as his fingers 
dig into the fat of my outer thigh. 

I’m not ready to give him what he wants. 

| want to—god—do | want to. But while there is light in 
Cash Fox, more than | ever thought, there is more darkness. 
And | only just started crawling out of my own darkness. It’s 
too soon to risk falling into another’s. 

| knit my fingers through his short hair, the wet, buzzed 
sides feeling like velvet. | use my grip to secure our kiss and 
try to convey the feelings | can’t put into words. | can feel 
his desperation radiate off him like a flammable gas. 

| can’t give him that, but | can give him anything else. + 

| push on his chest and wiggle in his grip so he sets my 
feet down. | walk him back, his heart pounding under my 
palm until his back and shoulders are under the shower. | 
Slide to my knees as he looks on, jaw clenched and eyes 


smoldering. There’s reservation in his gaze, like he doesn’t 
want to quite let himself get his hopes up. 

| hold my hands behind my back and look up at him, a 
study of masculine beauty shimmering in droplets. “Use me, 
Cash. Any other way you want. My body is yours.” 

His lips purse as he considers my offer. His dick is mere 
inches from my face, so | part my lips to let him know | will 
give him it if he wants. 

“Stand up.” His voice is like gravel. “Face the bench.” 

| swallow deeply as | feel his presence at my back, a 
chilling power that makes the hairs rise on the back of my 
neck with anticipation. His wet palm lands on the small of 
my back, fingers spread wide. Wordlessly, he slides his palm 
up my back, increasing pressure until I’m hinged forward. 

He folds his body over mine, just barely grazing me. His 
lios brush the shell of my ear, “Grab the shelf.” | do exactly 
that, my hips back and my ass exposed. 

And then he’s gone. | don’t hear his steps with the running 
water, but | feel his absence. | glance over my shoulder 
without removing my hands to see him stepping back into 
the large shower, something in his hands. Before | can make 
out what it is, he tells me to keep my eyes forward. 
Nervous-yet-excited butterflies tease my stomach as | 
refocus on the concrete wall and shelf. 

Back behind me, he begins to knead my ass with firm 
hands. He’s so silent. He gives me no warning when | hear 


the lid of a bottle pop and then feel something viscous 
drizzling onto the tops of my cheeks. 

He groans. “This ass—” 

“Is all yours—” 

My head is being wrenched back, his hand wound into my 
hair. “Fuck, say that again. Tell me who this perfect ass 
belongs to.” 

“Daddy,” | breathe. 

He thrusts forward, his cock sliding over my ass. It’s 
incredibly slick, and | realize he must have poured some sort 
of body oil. “And this pussy?” 

“You,” | say with gritted teeth, his grip making my scalp 
prick with pain. Delicious pain. 

“That’s right. And you’re gonna give daddy anything he 
wants?” It’s a taunt, bordering on a threat, but | trust him to 
break me down and put me back together. All without 
crossing the line I’ve drawn. 

“Yes.” 

He releases my hair with a push and then slots his dick 
between my cheeks. The hard length glides frictionlessly, 
even when he squishes my ass with both hands, providing a 
tight sheath for himself. “I’m gonna ride this ass, a chuisle. 
I’m gonna rut you like a fucking animal. And you’re gonna 
take it without moving your hands a fucking inch.” 

| nod, my stomach coiling at the lewdness as he pushes 
his hips forward and back. “You’re gonna let me use you like 
a cheap whore. When | tell you to scream, you scream. 


When | tell you to shut the fuck up, you shut the fuck up.” 
He holds something black in front of me. | recognize it 
immediately as the same type of vibrator wand | own. “And 
when | tell you to come, you fucking come.” 

| stare at the toy, not sure if this is a test. “You can 
remove one hand. Take it.” 

| grab it and hesitantly lower it to my center. “Turn it on, a 
chuisle. | want you to come until you can’t stand, you hear 
me?” His voice cuts through the steam like sharp glass. 

“Yes.” 

“And then | want you to come one more time for me.” 

| gasp my agreement as the wand vibrates on my already 
sensitive clit. “Oh, god...” 

“That’s right, baby. | am your God. Your king and your 
fucking God.” 

| sputter a curse as he begins to pump in between my 
cheeks, and the buzzing sensation sends me peaking. A 
moan spews from my lips and he slaps my ass—hard. “Bite 
your tongue, bitch, and take it.” | gulp back my next cry, 
physically having to bite my tongue as the muscles of my 
pussy are already spasming. 

| raise the wand’s head just slightly above my clit to rest 
on my mound for a tiny bit of relief, my legs already feeling 
too weak. Pressure releases from one side of my ass and 
Cash’s hand is smacking down over mine, shoving the vibe 
back into place and turning it up one setting. “Don’t pull 
that shit with me, a chuis/e. You give yourself to me, you 


better fucking do what | tell you.” He returns his hand to my 
ass to press my cheeks tight together and thrusts violently 
forward. 

“And right now, I’m telling you to come.” He grunts with 
another powerful drive of his hips. 

It’s an easy ask, the vibrations fast and steady, racing me 
toward my climax. “Fu-fuck—” 

“Not a sound, a chuis/e.” | moan in frustration as | bite my 
lip to contain the scream threatening to pour out of me. My 
legs shake when my orgasm barrels through me, my fingers 
hurt around the hard edges of the shelf as my knuckles 
whiten. 

When my quivering settles, I’m left wobbly and shocked 
that I’m still standing. Cash slows his movements and purrs. 
“Fucking perfect, baby. You did fucking perfect.” 

| glow under the warmth of his praise. The strain of the 
orgasm is worth it for this feeling of pride. He continues slow 
and deep strokes, his fingers digging harder into my flesh. 
When the head of his cock is pushed through, his breathing 
stutters. 

“Again,” he says gruffly with a forceful push. “Again, and 
this time, | wanna hear you.” | nearly sigh with relief. The 
restraint of holding back is a unique type of pain. But giving 
Cash what he wants, my obedience, is a unique type of 
pleasure. 

His grunts become rougher and more strangled the longer 
and harder he rides me. My moans fall uninhibited from my 


lips. “Take it. Take it. Take it.” Cash pants, turning to, “Give it 
to me. Give it to me,” when my climax starts to crest again. 

| shatter. If it weren’t for Cash’s grip on me, | would 
collapse. 

This orgasm doesn’t stop though, it keeps coming in 
ripples of throbbing euphoria, both soothing and 
overwhelming. My mind spins as my body tries to contain 
the pleasure ripping through me. 


” 


“Louder, a chuisle. Scream for me, baby,” Cash hisses 
with a strangled breath, his pumps becoming jolty and 
desperate. | moan louder and louder as each wave 
threatens to knock me off my feet. “Fuck, such a dirty little 
whore. Letting me take you like this. Coming for me again 
and again like a needy little slut. Being such a good fucking 
girl for daddy.” He curses as his orgasm rips through him 
and his hot seed paints my back. 

He rests his hips on me and reaches around to take the 
wand from me. Then he slowly grinds against me as he 
Smears his cum over my back with the flat of his hand. 
“Such a pretty sight. My little whore covered with daddy’s 
cum.” | moan and wiggle my ass back into him, loving the 
idea of being marked by him. Used like a whore, worshipped 
like a goddess. 

“Come here,” he murmurs, taking my hands from the 
Shelf and guiding me under the water stream. He holds me 
close, whispering his praise into my hair. My ear is pressed 
to his chest, listening to his slowing heart rate. 


He spins me around and begins to clean me with a 
washcloth and gentle strokes, tender and sweet. When he 
turns me back around, | look up at him. “Teach me how to 
use a gun.” 


2“The most important thing is that you can pull the trigger 
without moving your sight off your target,” Cash says after 
showing me three times how to load and unload the 
handgun safely. The shooting range is emptied out—no 
doubt due to Cash. Either he owns the whole place or just 
bought it out for our privacy. 

We’re in a shooting stall with a human-silhouette target 
hanging down range. Neon earmuffs hang on a hook next to 
us, along with a pair of safety glasses. “Should | put these 
on?” 

“Yeah, sure.” | reach for them while he continues to speak, 
“I’m sure Doug will wait to kill you until you have time to put 
on your earmuffs.” 

| set them back on their hook and eye him. “Is it safer for 
practice? Yes. But | want to get you comfortable around a 
gun as soon as possible, and knowing how loud it is matters. 
If we spend all day shooting with earmuffs on and you go 


out there and fire, get startled by the true volume, flinch, 
and miss...you’re dead.” 

| gulp, the seriousness of the situation continuing to seep 
in. “I’d much rather your ears ring for the rest of the night 
than you take a bullet, a chuis/e. I'm not teaching you how 
to shoot. I’m teaching you how to survive.” 

“| understand.” 

He flicks my chin with his thumb. “I know you do. You’re 
smart. Alright, now get in your stance.” 

| look at him questioningly, then try to imitate stances | 
learned during childhood sports, legs staggered, knees 
Slightly bent, hips forward. “Like this?” 

“Remember what | just said: All that matters is you can 
pull the trigger without moving the muzzle off target. So any 
way you can stand that provides both balance so you’re not 
topping over and stability for the sight, you’re good.” 

| take a breath and try to settle into a stance that doesn’t 
feel too rigid or unnatural, and that | don’t have to think too 
hard about. He hands me the empty gun, after showing me 
once more the magazine and chamber are empty. His hands 
wrap around mine as he adjusts my grip and | try not to 
think about his touch more than the deadly weapon in my 
hand. 

“Get used to the feel of the trigger. There’s slack, a wall, 
and then you break the shot.” He covers my trigger finger 
with his and slowly pulls through each stage. Like the slack 


of the gas pedal before the slight resistance that precedes 
actual acceleration. 

“Take a few dry fire rounds. Aim for the center of the 
body.” He lets go of my hands and steps back. 

“Shouldn’t | aim for the shoulder or leg or something a 
little less fatal?” 

He rips the gun from my hands and slams it on the stall 
ledge. “You point a gun at someone, you better be prepared 
to kill them. Hesitation, second-guessing, debating the 
fucking morals of it, is when they put a bullet in your head 
because | guarantee they won’t be aiming for your goddamn 
pinky toe. What do you think this is, Harlow? Boy scouts? 
There’s no honor out there.” | recoil at his sneer, but quickly 
right myself and grab the gun back. 

Without a word, | take aim, breathe in, and break the shot 
at the bottom of my exhale. Let the trigger reset and then 
break it again and again and again. Because he’s right. I’m 
not learning to protect myself from bullies on the 
playground. I’m not training for a worst-case scenario. I’m 
preparing for a fucking serial killer who has already set his 
sights on me. 

“Good. Work on isolating your trigger finger a little more. 
You’re not squeezing the whole gun, just that one finger, 
‘kay?” | nod, and he replaces the empty magazine with a 
loaded one. 

The brass ammo is sharp and bright against the black of 
the gun. My heart picks up, and | let out a shaky breath. 


“Scared?” He sets the loaded gun back into my palm. 

“A little.” 

“Good. You should be. This isn’t a game, and this sure as 
shit isn’t a toy.” | tense, and he stands behind me and 
places both hands firmly on my hips. “Just breathe, baby. 
Think of firing as a continuation of your breath.” 

| look down the artificially lit range, the concrete walls and 
floor bleak and silent. 

Just breathe. 

The recoil of the shot makes me jump, the sound much 
louder than | expected. 

“Again.” Cash doesn’t coddle or pander to me, which | 
appreciate. 

| continue to empty the magazine until finally, on the last 
shot, | am able to fire without jolting and hit the target. 

We continue until my ears are truly ringing and the air is 
filled with a sulfuric, burned-metal smell. But | am able to hit 
the target six shots in a row. | set the gun down, popping 
out the magazine and emptying the chamber—Cash eyeing 
my actions approvingly—then hop up on the ledged counter 
of the stall. 

“What now?” My body is thrumming with adrenaline and 
excitement. Firing a gun is a rush like no other, especially 
when you actually hit your intended target. My hands buzz 
from gripping the gun, balancing the recoil without 
strangling the grip. 


| part my knees and Cash takes the invitation, stepping 
between them. His hands palm my legging-clad thighs. | fist 
his black t-shirt and pull him close. He keeps his back 
straight and looks down the bridge of his nose, his green 
eyes dark and heated. 

| love this look on him. It’s a look of pure desire fighting 
control and restraint. Like he wants nothing more than to rip 
my clothes off and bury himself in me, but for whatever 
reason is trying to resist. | tease him a little more, rolling my 
head to the side, exposing my neck while biting my lip. 

His hand slips off my thighs and | think he’s about to grab 
my ass and yank me to the edge. But then he picks the gun 
back up and shoves in a loaded magazine, then holds it out 
to me. “Now, we go again.” 

| sigh, slightly disappointed, but hop off, keeping the gun 
pointed down range. A swift smack on my ass makes me 
yelp. “But don’t think | wasn’t tempted, a chuis/e.,” | hear 
Cash growl into my ear, his breath sending shivers spilling 
down my neck. 

He wraps his arms around me, pressing his front to my 
back, and | work on keeping my breathing steady. “I’m 
gonna Say left or right and | want you to aim for the closest 
target on that side, okay?” | nod and tense as his hands 
wrap around mine. “We’ll move together for the first round. 
Remember to stay loose but stable, be fluid and ready to 
adjust, but not so much that you have to restabilize every 
time you shift targets.” 


“Got it,” | mutter under my breath, honestly distracted by 
the way Cash is growing under his jeans. 

We inhale together, his chest pressing against my back, 
his warmth radiating to me. And on our shared exhale, Cash 
calls right and we swing to the side. | break the shot and the 
paper target flutters on impact. “Good girl,” Cash breathes, 
and my pussy forgets there’s a deadly weapon in my hand. 

“Left.” We rotate again, his hips grinding against my ass, 
and fire. 

“Left.” He repeats and we cock again slightly to the side. 

“Right.” Fire. 

By the time I’ve emptied the gun, my heart is racing, and 
it has nothing to do with shooting. Cash’s body is hot and 
hard wrapped around mine, and his sandalwood scent is 
mixing intoxicatingly with the unique scent of gunpowder. 
There’s no denying he’s equally feeling the effects of the 
moment too. His cock is fully hard against my ass and with 
only my thin leggings, | can so easily imagine the feeling of 
it thrusting against me. 

Lust coils like a snake around my center then up to my 
neck, tightening its hold until I’m strangled with need. Fuck. 

| twist around and wrench Cash’s head down to me, 
kissing him with an unabated fever. He meets me with a 
growl, forcing his tongue past my lips as his hands cup my 
ass, squeezing hard. He slips a hand down the back of my 
leggings and plunges his fingers to my pussy, sliding up and 
down my slit, teasing the entrance. 


| sputter a curse, and he bites my lip until | yelp with pain 
and taste blood. He laps up my essence, tracing my 
bleeding lip with his tongue. “I need to taste you,” he 
groans before ripping down my leggings and hoisting me 
back on the ledge. “Spread 'em, a chuisle. Daddy’s fucking 
ravenous for you, baby.” 

| part my legs and throw them over his shoulders as he 
kneels. “Eager little slut.” He chuckles devilishly before 
Slapping both sides of my inner thighs, again and again until 
I’m panting and burning, craving that sharp impact on my 
weeping pussy. 

At last he drags a heavy tongue through my core, and | 
moan with relief. He repeats the slow and tedious motions 
until I’m hot and desperate, arching into each pass over my 
clit. My fingers dig into his scalp, wanting more but loving 
the slow torture. 

Cash slips two fingers deliciously slow into me, the sound 
of my wetness clear. “Always dripping for me, huh?” He 
looks up to me, gaze hooded, and my stomach clenches 
looking into his jade eyes. He palms my stomach, pressing it 
flat so | can see him suck my clit into his mouth. 

He keeps his eyes locked with mine as he works the 
fingers inside me and alternates flicking and sucking my clit. 
My pussy contracts around him and | cry wantonly. He pulls 
away just enough to speak, licking my arousal from his lips 
in an erotic gesture. “You like how daddy eats this pretty 
pussy?” 


“God, yes,” | pant. 

“You want more, baby?” He looks so wickedly pleased with 
himself, like bringing me _ pleasure is his greatest 
accomplishment. 

“Yes,” | say, and he lowers his head again. “But stand up.” 
My throat knots with a mixture of trepidation and 
desperation. He bites his lower lip as he slowly rises, his 
hands reaching out for my jaw. | catch a slight tremor in one 
of them and my stomach flips. He’s nervous. 

He tilts my head up, and | lean into his kiss. It’s slow and 
testing at first, but then ignites into something pyretic. He 
clenches my face between his palms as he crashes his 
mouth down on me, and | clamor to undo his belt. My heart 
pounds, making my fingers shake like when | was trying to 
pick his office lock. 

He moans into my mouth as | loosen the buckle and arch 
into him, my bare pussy seeking out friction. | pull apart, 
gasping from the head-spinning kiss and horny energy 
zooming through me. “I’m clean, are you—” 

“Yes,” he rasps. “Birth control?” 

“IUD,” | answer, and then we are latching back on each 
other like magnets. 

His hand slides down to my hip, Kneading the pillowy 
flesh. | finally succeed in freeing his cock and stroke the 
velvety skin. Running my thumb over the head, | can feel his 
precum, and | get hot with the knowledge that he was 
already leaking for me before | even got his pants off. 


Like bumbling teenagers, we crash together in a tangle of 
limbs as he slots himself at my entrance. | stare down at his 
cock teasing my wet hole, and my pulse spikes with 
anticipation, wanting so desperately to feel him inside, 
melding our bodies together. But then he pauses and 
reaches out to pinch my jaw, lifting it to meet his eyes. 

“No going back, a chuisle.” It’s equal parts a question and 
a statement, and | hold my breath, as if I’m waiting for my 
own response. 

| glance down at his hand on me and see the black- 
rimmed eyes of the fox tattoo staring back at me. All the 
blood rushes out of my face and | suddenly feel a collapsing 
weight on my chest. Yellow. Red. Pink. Black. Black. Red. 

I’m ninety-nine percent sure, but that fucking one percent 
comes blaring to the surface and my lungs squeeze with 
anxiety. 

“Fuck, fuck. I’m sorry—” | push off the ledge and hoist my 
leggings back up. “I don’t...| can’t...fuck.” | turn away from 
him, rubbing my eyes with my _ hands, feeling so 
embarrassed and shitty and just so fucking confused. 

| can’t look at him as he steps back, sighing deeply. | 
glance at his fists clenching into tight balls in my periphery, 
and | don’t want to see the matching anger and hate in his 
eyes. | don’t think | can bear it. 

Then he’s taking quick strides to close the distance 
between us, crushing me to him with arms wound tightly 
around me. He presses his mouth to the top of my head and 


half groans, half sighs into my hair. But he’s not mad. That 
much | know. He’s still holding me like a dear treasure, not a 
conquest, and that realization alone makes me want to cry. 

| swallow back any threatening tears and try to take 
comfort in his warm body holding me close. He loosens his 
grip, and | look up at him. Adoration, not anger, is reflected 
back at me. He laughs, and the sound spills into my 
stomach, a soft smile playing on his lips. “You’re gonna kill 
me, woman.” 

“I’m sure you've survived much worse.” 

He shakes his head. “Not even fucking close.” 


1. Power—Kevin Gates, Dermot Kennedy | SummerOtoole.com 
2. San Pedro Rising - Soohan Remix—Kaya Project, SOOHAN 
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Broken Pieces 


Cash 


A™ painfully stuffing my rock-hard dick back in my 
jeans, Harlow and | get into my car. She keeps giving 
me these sheepish looks from the corner of her eye. If it’s 
because she regrets putting a stop to what we were about 
to do, I'll pull over and she can remedy it right fucking now. 
Her hair is back in a short ponytail, but untidy from the way 
| shoved my fingers into it while | possessed her mouth. 

Fuck, that mouth. 

She kisses in a way that says, more, more, more. She 
clings to me like she can only breathe when I’m taking her 
breath away. 

| know the feeling. 

She shoots me another one of those looks and I’m about 
to say something when she keeps her eyes on me and 
reaches for my waist. Her eyes are doe-like as she toys with 
the buckle of my belt. 


“What are you doing?” It comes out harsher than intended 
and her soft smile drops. 

“Taking care of daddy.” Fuck. 

Any little bit I’d softened hardens again instantly. | lean 
back. “Well, get to it.” 

| heave an inhale when her soft hands wrap around my 
dick. She works her hands slowly up and down. At the first 
brush of her tongue on my tip, | clench my jaw until it hurts. 

“Fu—ck, baby,” | grind out when her whole mouth takes 
me in. It’s wet and hot and fucking heaven. Her spit drips 
down the length as she swirls her tongue around my tip 
before bending down to lick a long swipe from hilt to head. 

My knuckles are cracking around the steering wheel and 
gear shift, trying my damnedest not to kill us. My thighs 
flex, aching to plunge to the back of her throat. “Deeper, a 
Chuisle. Choke on daddy.” 

Her blue eyes flick up to me with a devious glint before 
she lowers her head until she’s gagging. The muscles of her 
throat swallow around my tip and my whole body clenches 
with pleasure. | expect her to come up, but she stays down, 
just bobbing the little bit so my dick never leaves the 
deepest part of her throat. 

“So fucking hot,” | hiss when | swipe her cheek with my 
thumb to see if there’s tears. There are. 

As she continues, it takes more and more effort to keep 
my eyes on the road. The sound of my moans and her gags 


are broken by the shrill ring of my phone. She pauses, dick 
in mouth. “Don’t fucking stop.” Then | answer the call. 

It’s incredibly difficult to hear whatever the fuck Finn is 
going on about when all | can concentrate on is the pressure 
building in my groin. My balls fucking ache and prickle for 
release. 

Harlow’s movements become more invigorated, and it’s 
the reason | haven’t hung up on the shithead. | love that 
She’s challenging her boundaries for me. Making herself 
uncomfortable for my pleasure. Plus, | know she finds it 
incredibly hot to suck me off while I’m on the phone. Same 
reason she came so fucking hard at Phantom. She gets off 
on the risk of being caught. 

The pressure is intense, and | know I’m not gonna last 
much longer. “Take every drop, a chuisle.” 

“What?” Finn says through the phone. 

| ignore him. “Be a good girl and swallow all of daddy 
down.” 

“Oh, Jesus Christ, Cash!” Finn barks and hangs up. 

| let my phone fall from my shoulder just as | come. It’s a 
blinding sensation. Hot waves of pleasure roll from my 
testicles all the way through my cock and into Harlow’s 
pretty litthe mouth. “Oh fuck, yes.” | grunt as | feel her 
swallow while still holding me in her mouth. 

She sits up, meekly wiping at her mouth. “Let me see.” 
She looks at me confused, and then smiles devilishly before 


opening her mouth. It’s empty, just her own spit on her pink 
tongue. “Good girl.” 

| love the sight, knowing she swallowed every bit of me, 
but | also love the sight of her filled with me. So | grab her 
chin and spit into her mouth. She sits back, smiling coyly 
and licking her lips. 

When we reach my apartment building, I’m pleased to see 
the construction crew at work on the Den. I’m planning a big 
reopening party, and after my conversation with Harlow this 
morning, | think I’m going to make it an Irish feast. I'll use 
only my mother’s old recipes—if they were good when she 
made them, I’m sure Eli will be able to make them fantastic. 
I'll get fine Irish whiskey and make sure we have plenty of 
kegs of Guinness. I’ve gotten carried away in the last few 
years upgrading it to a luxury blend of old and new design, 
but | want to bring back its roots. 

Stepping out of the car, | grab my phone off the floor 
where | let it drop. Which makes me curious. “Why haven’t 
you asked for your phone?” | say, opening Harlow’s door. 

“No one’s trying to reach me,” she states bleakly. 

“I’m sure that’s not true.” We head inside, greeting my 
man at the door before heading into the elevator. 

“| kinda liked being ‘off the grid.’” She uses hand quotes. 
“| canceled all my client work, I’ve already had my call of 
the month with my mom, so the only texts | get these days 
are random people from high school who are only just now 


hearing about Beth and offering their condolences.” She 
Sneers on the last word. 

“What about family?” My chest pinches, recognizing that 
forlorn look on her face again when | ask. 

“| don’t have any.” 

/’m your family, | want to say, but for some reason it stays 
stuck in my throat. 


The great thing about being this high up is no bugs. I’m a 
violent man, I’ve accepted that. But nothing can send me 
into a murderous rage faster than mosquitos. And thank 
god, my rooftop deck is free of them so | can relax and enjoy 
the sunset. 

| gave Harlow back her phone and bag from her locker at 
the Den when we got back from the range. | was surprised 
she never asked for it, but | get the appeal of a one-track 
mind. Having no other responsibilities, no other people’s 
requests or demands of your time. Just you and your goal. 

But if she’s not with me or at the apartment under guard, | 
have to be able to reach her. Speaking of her, here she 
comes. She walks toward me in silky pajama shorts and a 


mismatched cotton tank. She plops down on the side of the 
chaise next to me. She wiggles her nose and sighs. 

“My landlord has been calling me for a week.” | sit up from 
my reclined position, her voice sounding more worried than 
necessary for a call from a landlord. “I missed our lease 
renewal date, so he signed with another tenant. | have two 
weeks.” 

Selfishly, I’m glad. “That’s fine, you’re already living 
here.” 

She rears back. “ 7emporarily.” 

“Temporary my ass. You live here now, a chuisle.” 

“I’ve been staying here. Not /iving here, Cash.” Her chin 
does that jutting out thing she likes to do when she’s feeling 
defiant and tough. It’s adorable. 

“Fine, keep a place of your own, but it’s my bed you'll 
Sleep in every night.” 

“You're a megalomaniac, you know that?” She scoffs and 
crosses her legs. 

| sniff. “It’s been mentioned every now and then.” 

She huffs and glares at me. “Anyway, | am gonna go over 
there tomorrow to clean out Beth’s room.” | was going to 
offer to hire movers for her, but | understand that is 
something she’d want to do herself. I'll hire movers for the 
rest. 

Then her glare softens, and she chews on her lip like she 
has something to say but can’t get it out. “Do you want me 
to go with you?” 


“Yes. If you don’t mind—” 
“I'll be there. You need me, I’m there. No question.” 
She stands and dips to press a soft kiss to my lips. “Thank 


” 


you. 
Anything. Anything for you, a chuisle. 


: Aa \ 
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The following morning, Harlow bounces her knee up and 
down the entire car ride. She’s chewing her inner cheek, 
which she does when she’s a scared-nervous versus a flirty- 
nervous. “What’s in that pretty head, a chuisle?” 

“| don’t think | can do this.” Her lip quivers, and she turns 
to face the window. 

“Of course you can.” | set my hand on her thigh. “It will 
hurt like a bitch. But I’ll be there to catch you if you fall. | 
made you a promise, and I’m nothing if not a man of my 
word. You hear me? You won't be doing this alone.” 

| see her gulp in my periphery and tighten my hold on her 
leg. | hate that there is no enemy for me to kill. No person 
who’s physically hurt her so that | can hurt them ten times 
worse. Of course, there’s the slayer, but even once | send 
him to the boatman, it won’t bring Beth back. Koslov was 
right, nothing will bring her back. It’s not the same as an 


eye for an eye—that shit’s simple. Trying to fix a broken 
heart? Nothing simple about that. 

| may not be able to fill the hole in her heart, but maybe | 
can patch it. 

When we get to her apartment, her hand is shaking 
around the key and she huffs, frustrated. | silently brush her 
hand away and unlock the door with my spare key. 

“How—Why am | even surprised?” She shakes her head, 
but | catch the slightest ghost of a smile and my chest 
tightens knowing I’m the reason for it. “So how long have 
you had a copy—” She freezes mid-sentence when she 
notices the clean kitchen and tidying | did last time | was 
here. 

“What the—” Her eyes widen. 

“Since your second shift.” 

“What?” 

“I made copies of your keys on your second shift at the 
Den.” 


” 


“Psycho...” she says under her breath while she walks 
around to inspect the place. 

“| thought we'd already determined that.” 

“Oh my god,” she spins around, mouth agape. “The 
vibrator from the shower...that wasn’t just the same kind | 
have, it was mine.” | just smirk. “Jesus Christ, Cash, that’s 
all kinds of creepy.” 

“Creepy, but you /ove it.” | wiggle my eyebrows and am 


rewarded with a small chuckle. It’s quickly stifled when she 


turns to face the taped door. | watch attentively as her chest 
rises with heavy breaths. | want to pick her up and cradle 
her to my chest, make her feel safe and whole, but | know 
that won’t help. 

She stares down the door like it’s a lion ready to pounce. 
She approaches on light feet so she doesn’t spook it. Like 
She’s suddenly had enough, she rips the door open, the 
loose tape fluttering. 

She stands stock-still in the doorway, and | think she may 
be having another panic attack. But then she sighs and pulls 
out a dresser drawer, plopping it on the unmade bed. 
“Alright, one drawer at a time. One drawer at a time,” she 
says, and | feel like it’s not for my benefit. 

“Cash, can you get the suitcases from under my bed and 
some trash bags from the kitchen...” She frowns. “If | have 
any.” 

As I’ve said before, | don’t take orders from anyone. But 
for her, | fall in line like a foot soldier to his queen. 


LAO 
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I'm impressed with how Harlow is able to systematically 
work through Beth’s hoard of a room—turns out neither of 
these girls have a penchant for tidiness. We work through 


her clothes and nightstands efficiently, creating piles to 
donate, toss, and keep. 

But her armor starts cracking when we get to the box of 
photos under Beth’s bed. She pulls them out one by one. 
Some she laughs at and tucks away in a pile for herself. 
Others she sits up excitedly and tells me the story behind it, 
voice cracking at the end when it hits her that those are the 
last memories she'll get of her best friend. 

“She was always meant for a stage.” She laughs when 
handing me a photo of an elementary-aged Beth dressed as 
Tinkerbell, a red stage curtain behind her. 

“Did you do any plays?” | look at the smiley-faced girl, 
small and bubbly, and feel an unusual pang knowing how 
that smile gets snuffed out. 

“| was the crocodile.” | bite my lip to keep from laughing. 
“It’s okay, you can laugh,” she says as one spills out of her 
too. 

| can’t help myself. | grab her around the waist and drag 
her across the floor to settle her in my lap. She exhales, 
content being in my arms, and | feel an equal warmth run 
over my shoulders. 

We continue to sort through the photos. At this point just 
for memory’s sake, Harlow has decided to not throw any 
out. It feels like a light way to end a heavy day. Reminiscing 
on the positive memories rather than the gruesome ones of 
her death. 


She pulls out a photo of a young Beth and who | assume 
are her parents. The woman is petite and blonde like her, 
and the man looks like a younger version of Ivan Koslov. 
“Ivan and her dad are brothers?” The relation is obvious. 

“Yeah.” 

“Why isn’t her name Koslov? She wasn’t married, was 
she?” | don’t have much dealings with staff at my various 
businesses, but | should have known if Bratva royalty was 
working right under my nose. 

“Her parents changed their name to King to fit in before 
Beth was born.” This makes sense. From what Finn’s been 
able to learn about Beth and her parents, it seemed like 
they had nothing to do with the family business. If they 
wanted to go straight, it would be wise to not have such a 
recognizable name. 

This seems like a good segue to pick at what she said 
earlier about not having family. “What about your parents?” 

She slides off my lap to face me, and | feel the powerful 
urge to snatch her back. “Just a mom. She’s not a bad mom, 
| just don’t think she was meant to have a kid. By the time 
she was a practicing doctor, she never had time to meet 
anyone, so had me on her own from a donor. | think she 
thought she had to have a kid. Like it was part of life’s 
rubric, and she was always an overachiever. And now, we're 
more like longtime acquaintances than mother and 
daughter.” 


There isn’t malice in her words, but there are hints of 
Sadness and loneliness. My family is my whole identity. 
What must it be like to not have that? 

She shifts uncomfortably on the ground. “What about 
you? Do you visit your dad often?” Her voice rises in pitch, 
like she’s trying to keep the conversation light. Ha. 

“He died six months into his sentence. Killed himself.” 
There’s no mincing words, only the truth. Only justice. 

| dread her pity, her condolences, her awkwardness with 
the ugly facts. Instead, she just says, “Shit.” 

| can’t help but laugh at her unexpected response. 

“Why are you laughing?” She swats my arm. 

“No reason,” | say through a poorly held back grin. 

“Did you get to see him before he—” 

“Smashed his head into concrete?” She winces but nods. 

“Yes, the day before. He’d been in solitary for six 
months !. He was a fucking ghost. Just a shell of the man he 
once was. It was the first time I’d been able to talk to him 
since he went inside. Found out later from a guard that he 
was there twenty-four hours a day. He got one meal, no 
lights, no furniture except a toilet, no bedding, nothing. It 
deteriorated his mind.” 

Harlow’s brows furrow and she looks like she wants to say 
something, but doesn’t. So | continue. “He wasn’t talking 
much sense, like his muscles forgot how to form words. But 
he was clear about one thing. He made me promise that | 
would never let my brothers or myself get locked up.” | fight 


the knot twisting in my throat, my palms aching to find 
comfort in the feel of her—I reach out and set my hand on 
her knee, and she covers it with her own. The ruckus in my 
chest settles. 

“And the next day he bashed his head in until he passed 
out. He trusted me to leave with that promise.” | look her in 
the eyes, needing her to know that a future with me will not 
be behind bars, one way or another. “I will die before | break 
that promise.” 

She nods and squeezes my hand. She doesn’t say 
anything, but then again what do |! want her to say? The 
only people other than my brothers who know how my 
father really went are all dead. It’s a privilege to hold this 
information. And not one | want her to receive with 
platitudes. 

We continue going through photos, no words seeming 
sufficient to follow my declaration. Stuffed suitcases and 
trash bags surround our little circle on the bedroom floor. 
Photo prints fan out in front of us. | keep an eye on Harlow’s 
sympathetic nervous system reactions so | can stop an 
anxiety attack in its tracks. 

So | notice right away when her breathing stutters, a 
Sharp gasp that lodges in her throat. Her eyes go round, and 
a hint of pink begins to color her cheek. 

“What is it?” | spin next to her, wrapping my arm around 
her shoulder. My eyes are glued to the emotion flitting over 
her face. 


“| think | found him.” Her voice is hollow and far away. | 
look at the photo in her hands, and my heart picks up to a 
stampede. 

It’s a photo of Beth, maybe three years old, and there’s a 
young, white boy around the same age with his arm 
wrapped around her shoulder—similar to how | have mine 
around Harlow now. They are both smiling at the camera 
with matching blond hair and squinting into the sun. The 
boy’s hand dangles over her shoulder, and my attention 
locks on the reddish-purple mark covering the back of his 
hand. 

“Tell me that’s not Doug,” Harlow says flatly, even though 
we both know this isn’t a coincidence. 

The photo is over twenty years old, but | can easily see 
the boy in the photo aging up to the man from Peaches. And 
the eerily similar birthmark? There’s no doubt. 

Instantly, my mind races to make sense of this new 
development. If this kid is related to the Bratva, how did | 
not know about him? | have intel on every active member in 
the city, and many beyond that. And if he killed Beth, why 
the fuck did the Bratva act like it was me when it was an 
inside job? 

Thoughts bounce around my head like a goddamn ping- 
pong ball, and | squeeze my eyes shut to try and drown out 
the unhelpful ones to focus on what’s important. The one 
thing | know for certain is that lying Russian oaf is getting a 
visit, and it won’t be pleasant. 


1. Being submitted to solitary confinement for longer than 15 consecutive days 
is considered a form of torture by the United Nations. Despite this, tens of 
thousands of people in America are in solitary confinement everyday. 
Sometimes for months or even years. In some cases as long as 25 years. Like all 
facets of the prison system, solitary confinement disproportionately affects 
people of color. Resources and organizations fighting to abolish solitary 
confinement as a practice: www.afsc.org/resource/solitary-confinement-facts and 
unlocktheboxcampaign.org 


OceanofPDF.com 


CHAPTER TWENTY-I WO 


OceanofPDF.com 


Seventeen 


Harlow 


C ash drives like a maniac across town. ! A minute after 
| found that photo, he was stuffing it into his pocket, 
grabbing one of Beth’s empty purses off the bed, and 
dragging me out of the apartment. His eyes glow like coals, 
zeroed in on the road. | grip the door handle each time he 
races a yellow light, bracing for impact. 

We pull up in front of a laundromat and he double parks in 
the middle of the road. He gets out in a blur, slamming his 
car door and walking around to the trunk. He throws me the 
empty purse and then takes a gun out of the trunk. 

| jump back when he slams a magazine in and thrusts the 
grip into my hand. “Put it in your purse,” he snaps. | swallow 
deeply and gently set the loaded weapon in the bag around 
my shoulder. 

He pulls out another magazine and lifts up his shirt to 
reveal an appendix holster, pistol already secured, and 
Slides the extra mag into a slot of the holster as well. | feel 


like I’m in a war movie as he continues to pull another pistol 
out. But this one he just racks the slide, encircling the grip 
with his steady hand and gruffly barks, “Let’s go.” 

He takes one heavy breath before storming through the 
laundromat doors, shoulders back and proud, jaw gritted 
tight. “Get the fuck out,” he yells to the terrified customers 
as he shoots out a surveillance camera in the corner. 

People scramble and scream, and my palms start to sweat 
as | remember the last time customers fled scared. | can 
smell the Den’s orange-scented wood polish coming off the 
bar. A woman’s eyes widen in terror as she clutches her 
child’s head to her bosom while sprinting out. There’s a 
pleading in her eyes, pleading for her life and her child’s life, 
and it rips at something in my chest. 

| hate to be the one causing the pain, but not knowing 
what else to do, | follow Cash, feeling slightly sick. 

He reaches a door in the back and grips his gun with both 
hands before kicking it open. There’s yelling and shouting 
on the other side, accompanied by the sound of chairs 
scraping against the floor. 

| follow behind him into a back room that smells like roast 
meat instead of the artificial floral detergent in the front 
room. There’s a handful of white men circled around a card 
table, a game in process. 

Cash points the gun at the man across the table | 
recognize to be Ivan Koslov. “You and me, we need to talk.” 
Out of the corner of his eye, Cash must spot a younger man 


reaching for something under the table and he fires right 
over his shoulder. “Reach for a weapon, and the next bullet 
won’t miss.” 

| watch the man’s Adam's apple bob up and down his 
throat as he brings his hands to lay flat on the table in front 
of him. 

“The fuck you want, Fox?” Ivan growls, his lip twitching. 

Cash throws the photo of young Beth and Doug on the 
green-felted card table. “Who is he?” His tone is bitter and 
acidic, full of authority and mania—a terrifying combination. 

My heart hasn’t slowed since he set the gun in my hand, 
and now waiting to hear Doug’s identity from Ivan is making 
it race to toxic levels. 

“No one important.” 

Cash slams his hand on the table, making half the people 
in the room startle as he shoves the gun more pointedly at 
Ivan. “I'd say the man who killed your little princess”—the 
way he disrespectfully sneers the word disturbs me—“and 
framed me for it is pretty damn important. Now, answer my 
goddamn question before | start taking fingers for every 
time | have to ask.” The image makes my stomach churn. 
I’m not particularly squeamish around blood, but I’m pretty 
sure I'd faint if | had to witness a finger being cut off. 

Ivan leans forward, toward the gun aimed at his head, 
with a surly look on his face as he rests his forearms on the 
table. 


The next thing | Know, a man next to Cash is screaming as 
a bullet tears out the back of his calf. “Now, Koslov.” 

Is that chunks of muscle on the ground? Fuck, | think | can 
see the bone. Yep, definitely feeling a bit faint. 

| grip the handle of the purse over my shoulder like it can 
hold me up. The man remains seated, face blanching as if 
he knows trying to get help or tend to his injury will just 
cause more problems. 

Jesus Christ, that’s a lot of blood. 

| try to breathe through the images of swimming blood. 
Yellow. Red. Red. Red. Black. Pink turned red. 

Ivan starts talking, and | latch onto his words to pull me 
out before | start to spiral. “Alexander Koslov. He’s my 
cousin’s son. His father was excommunicated fifteen years 
ago, been in Russia since. Didn’t know he was in the country 
until after Beth died. He came crying to us about how he 
thought he was to blame for her being in that parking lot.” 

“Keep talking,” Cash spits when he trails off, Koslov 
obviously begrudging having to give us this information. 

“Apparently, he is some hacker-genius kid.” Ivan scoffs. 
“And went to Beth thinking that she could get him back in, 
but—” 

“She had nothing to do with the Bratva.” | surprise myself 
by talking. lvan looks at me curiously, like he only just now 
realized | am here. 

“Da, she had loved her family but wanted nothing to do 
with the business.” 


“So why go to her?” Cash asks. 

“You think | know the mind of an idiot?” | watch as Cash’s 
shoulders tense at the retort. But he collects himself. 

“And he came to you after she died? Why?” 

“He feared we'd find out about his involvement.” Cash’s 
eyebrows raise at this. “Wanted us to know that he didn’t 
kill her, but he was the reason she left work early.” Ivan’s 
voice grows cold and gritty. “He may not have held the 
knife, but he is to blame.” 

| try to reconcile this new information with what we know. 
Though admittedly, what we know isn’t much. | still think 
this Alexander kid could be our killer. Perhaps he went to the 
Bratva to get ahead of it, spin a tale where he is the guilt- 
ridden childhood friend, not the murderer. 

“Where is he?” 

“St. James.” Ivan sits back, crossing his arms. 

“The hospital?” 

He nods and picks invisible lint off his tracksuit. “He is still 
family, so we didn’t kill him, but we roughed him up a bit. 
For his carelessness.” He sniffs. 

Cash’s jaw ticks, and he turns to me and flicks his head 
toward the exit. Without another word, he’s barreling back 
to the car, me chasing at his heels. 

He rips open my car door, and | slide inside. “Are we going 
to the hospital?” 

“Yes.” Cash starts the engine, ignoring the people honking 
at his parking job. 


“You think he killed her because she didn’t help him?” 

“It would make sense.” 

My heart aches thinking about Beth being harassed and 
killed by someone she once thought of as a friend. And | 
know if she could help him, she would have. Which makes it 
all the worse, knowing he killed her for something she 
couldn’t do anything about. 

Ten minutes and a tense car ride later, we are pulling up 
to St. James hospital. 

“Wait, Cash, what are you gonna do?” | tug on his hand to 
Slow him down. 

“I’m gonna find out if this is the son of a bitch who killed 
your friend.” 

“And what if he is?” Tears well in my eyes, and | don’t 
know what for. Anticipation to finally have closure, justice. 
Fear for what might he do when he realizes he’s been 
caught. Fear of what Cash might do. | can still hear the 
man’s scream torn from his throat when Cash ripped a hole 
through his shin because someone didn’t answer his 
question satisfactorily. 

Cash cracks his neck side to side, then palms my face with 
both hands. “Then I’m gonna make him pay for ever daring 
to breathe the same air as you.” A shiver runs down my 
spine at the definitive promise in his words. And | don’t 
know how to feel about the swirling in my gut that is silently 
chanting, make him pay. 


He grips my head and presses a heavy kiss to my 
forehead. “It’s almost over, a chuisle.” | lean into the 
comfort of his kiss. | ignore the little red flag waving in the 
back of my mind that one moment of tenderness like this 
makes me forget the way he fired into a laundromat with 
kids present. 

But he was only aiming for the camera... 

Before | have time to do the mental gymnastics required 
to untangle this mess of my feelings, Cash is sweeping up 
my hand and leading us over to reception. His eyes flick to a 
security guard on his phone behind the desk, and he swiftly 
untucks his shirt to cover his loaded holster. 

Guns and hospitals. Those are two things that shouldn't 
Mix. 

“Hey, how you doing?” Cash says to the woman behind 
the desk, turning on a dazzling smile and leaning on the 
raised reception counter. The way he beams down on her 
would make me jealous, if it wasn’t for his thumb continuing 
to rub soothing circles on my palm while he speaks. 

“We're here to visit my wife’s”—I flinch at the word at the 
same time my stomach does somersaults—“cousin, 
Alexander Koslov. You wouldn’t mind pointing us in the right 
direction, would you?” 

“Sure, one sec.” | listen to her nails clack on the keyboard, 
and then she looks back up with an apologetic face. “You 
Said cousin?” 


“Did he?” | step up, quickly seeing where this is going. 
“Brother. Alexander is my brother.” 

“Oh, okay. He’s in room A15.” 

“Great, thank you.” | smile, hoping it’s not too cheery for 
someone whose brother is supposed to be injured and 
hospitalized. 

We take her directions to his floor and wing. The hallway 
feels eerily quiet, except for the whir of the air conditioner 
and the faint beep of machines. My body hums with nervous 
energy as we approach his room. 

The blinds are drawn and the lights are off. | half expect 
the door to be locked, but it opens when Cash presses on 
the handle. | hold my breath as the door creaks open and 
Cash’s hand goes to his gun. 

Ice crawls through my veins when we step into the silent 
and empty room. The bed is unmade, nothing but a rubber- 
covered mattress and empty IV hooks. 

Cash heaves a breath, “Lying son of a—” 

“Are you folks looking for Mr. Koslov?” A male nurse 
appears in the doorway, and Cash goes from ice cold to 
warm and friendly with unsettling speed. 

“Yes, we were told this is his room.” 

“Right, sorry about that. We moved him half an hour ago 
to clean the room. | guess it hasn't been updated in the 
system yet. Sometimes it takes a bit.” He smiles warmly 
and waves us on down the hall. 


| get an uneasy feeling being treated so kindly when we 
are here to...to what? Interrogate him? Kill him? 

But | suppose most people don’t assume hospital visitors 
are infamous crime bosses dead set on revenge. 

The nurse leads us to a room a few doors down, and the 
pale fluorescent lighting in the room is somehow more 
depressing than with no lights at all. It probably also has 
something to do with the frail-looking man connected to a 
compilation of tubes and a tangle of wires in the bed. His 
head is wrapped in gauze and his face is blemished with 
yellowing bruises, still swollen. His eyes are closed, and his 
mouth is parted over a tube down his throat. 

“Is he asleep, can we speak with him?” Cash’s eyes look 
desperate, but the nurse just gives him a confused look. 

“Um, no, sorry—did they not tell you? He’s been in a coma 
for seventeen days.” Hearing that number is like getting the 
wind knocked out of me. Cash looks like he is about to 
strangle him, so | step between them before Cash takes it 
out on the messenger. 

“Do the doctors have any idea when he'll wake up?” 

“It doesn’t fucking matter, Harlow—Seventeen days.” 
Cash grunts, running his hand through his hair. 

The nurse looks between me and Cash nervously before 
speaking. “He has minimal brain activity. It is unlikely he will 
wake up, and if he does, he will have severe brain damage.” 

“Fuck,” Cash howls, kicking the bed legs. The unconscious 
man wobbles in the sheets. 


“Sir—” 

“Give uS a moment, would you? Please?” | say to the 
nurse, hoping to defuse the situation before he calls 
security, and | usher him out the door. 

“Seventeen days. You realize what this means? He 
couldn’t have sent that envelope.” 

| nod and pinch the bridge of my nose. “Alexander Koslov 
may be Doug, but he’s not the June Harbor Slayer.” 
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The One Where They Finally Bang 


Harlow 


Ty he bass thumps through my skull and the vodka makes 
my vision blur when the flashing lights cross my path. 
IMy hands twirl in the air as | sway to the beat. Cash runs 
his hands down my body as he moves with me. My dress 
clings to my sweaty skin as | do my best to forget about the 
rollercoaster of today. 

The brush of his lips, soft and loose, up the slope of my 
neck makes the yellow of the crime tape on Beth’s door a 
little less vivid. When | drop my hands around his shoulders 
and he shivers as | drag my finger up his neck, the mother’s 
eyes from the laundromat soften into a smile. The heat of 
his breath when he whispers into my ear as he tugs my hair 
makes the beeping of Alexander’s life support machines 
sound faint. 

Phantom’s dance floor is packed with hot, dancing bodies. 
So different from my dinner with Cash. | was hesitant when 
he suggested going out tonight, after all the highs and lows 


of the day. But now that I’m tipsy and getting lost in the 
deafening sensations of the club, | can’t imagine ending the 
day any other way. 

The pulse of the music and crowd, the blinding lights, and 
dizzying drinks overwhelm the senses until a sort of 
euphoric numbness takes over. 

Cash squeezes a hand on my ass and pulls me tight to his 
chest, his other hand wedged between us. | feel it slinking 
its way under my hem and up my thigh. | kiss him drunkenly 
and, when he pinches the soft, fleshy part of my inner thigh, 
| bite his lip back. | feel rather than hear his deep, rumbly 
chuckle. 

| know the moment he realizes I’m not wearing panties 
because he breathes heavily into my ear and his cock flexes 
against my stomach. “Daddy’s dirty girl.” His growl 
reverberates down my neck. 

Unfortunately, on the next rock of his pelvis against me, 
my bladder protests and | groan, annoyed. I’m just drunk 
enough and full enough that if he makes me come, | might 
pee. And | can’t think of anything less hot. 

“| have to go to the bathroom,” | whisper-shout into his 
ear. 

“I'll walk back with you and get drinks at the bar,” he 
hollers back, taking my hand to lead us out of the mob of 
people. 

“Vodka soda—” 


“Extra lime,” Cash finishes my sentence and swats my ass 
while spinning me in the direction of the bathrooms. The bar 
has a line of sight to the bathroom doors, and | peek over 
my shoulder to see him watching. 

The hallway is narrow and there’s men and women lining 
either side. Most of them are just talking rather than waiting 
in line. | squeeze my way to what | think is the end of the 
line. As | weasel my way through, | feel a groping grasp of 
my ass and | whip around. 

A white man is there, leering at me, his eyelids heavy with 
drink. “Did you just grab my ass?” Anger pumps through 
me. 

This man has no idea what I’ve been through these past 
few weeks—hell, today alone. Some good ol’ groping is just 
what | need in addition to everything else. 

“No.” He pouts, and | return his glare before turning back 
around. Trying to shake his hovering presence at my back, | 
angle my back away from him the best | can in the crowded 
hallway. 

Then | feel it again, and venom runs from my chest out to 
my limbs. | whir back around and jab a finger into his face. 
“Did you fucking touch me again?” 

“Yeah, | did,” he admits, and that venom wraps around my 
hands as _ | ball them into fists. “But hey, it was a 
compliment. You got a nice ass.” 

“So you admit to touching me without my consent and 
lying to me about it?” | shout over the music, people’s 


heads starting to turn. 

“| said it was a compliment,” he sputters like a fucking 
idiot. 

“You touch me without consent, | touch you,” | snarl 
before | bring my fist crushing into his face. He stumbles 
back into his friends, who were looking on like useless fucks. 
| cock back for another one, when a hand grabs my wrist 
and | spin around to see Cash, his face blanketed with a 
rage I’ve never seen before. 

Lochlan appears out of nowhere behind Cash and slugs 
Groper in the stomach. He doubles over, and the two of 
them grab his slouched form by the arms and cart him off to 
a staff door next to the bar. 

Even though | am only seconds behind them, when | enter 
the staff room, my assaulter is on the ground with a bloody 
nose and Lochlan’s boot smashing down on his face. 

“Stop! Stop it!” | yell, yanking on Cash as he buries a foot 
into the guy's ribs. 

Cash’s head whips around like a rabid dog as he demands, 
“Did this fucker touch you?” 

“Yes, but—” 

“But nothing. Fuck off, Harlow, and let us handle this.” His 
words are like a physical blow. They maul at my dignity 
worse than the grabby hands of the bleeding man on the 
floor. 

“Get him up, 
barely conscious man to his feet, holding him up with both 


” 


Cash growls to Lochlan, who drags the 


arms behind his back. 

Then Cash punches him with a skilled throw square in the 
jaw. Then one to the other side. Then the nose, and his head 
is flying back. When his head lolls forward, Lochlan holds it 
up by his hair and Cash continues. Right hook, left hook, 
straight, uppercut. Right hook, left hook, straight, uppercut. 
The man’s feet are loose and wobbly at the ankles, clearly 
only standing because Lochlan is keeping him up. 

The man makes an inhuman, warbly moan, and | pull on 
Cash’s shoulders. “Stop, Cash. Fucking stop, you’re gonna 
kill him!” 

“He touched what’s mine.” Cash's growl is equally 
inhuman, it’s a possessive bark and | can’t see the kind man 
who held my hand just hours ago. He’s gone, lost in the mad 
fire in the eyes of the beast in front of me. 

“No, he touched me. And /’m telling you to stop.” 

“You. Are. Mine.” His voice shakes with anger, and | don’t 
know how to respond other than shoving him as hard as | 
can with both hands. 

“lam my own goddamn person, Cash! And if you respect 
me as a person more than your fucking possession, then 
you'll stop right now.” 

“Fine.” He turns back to the man, whose face is a bloody 
mess. “You get to live, because my queen is feeling 
generous.” | don’t miss the way he spits the word queen, 
like it’s a dirty word. Maybe it is, if he’s the king. “Say thank 
you to my lady.” 


The man garbles something incomprehensible, and Cash 
squats to get under his sagging head. “I said, say thank 
you.” 

When he doesn’t respond with anything distinguishable— 
which I’m honestly not sure he’s capable of at this point— 
Cash whips out his gun, and | scream. “Show your gratitude 
or fucking eat it.” 

Cash holds it to the man’s head, and he sobs. Cash 
flashes a look at Lochlan, who wrenches the man’s head 
back up. He shoves the gun between his gasping lips. “Eat 
je 

He gags around the barrel, and I’ve seen enough. | take a 
gamble, praying it fucking pays off. 

“I’m leaving, Cash. I’m leaving!” | shout, racing out of the 
office room. | run into Roman right outside the door and beg 
him to drive me home. 

My heart is pounding, and my stomach is rolling as Roman 
escorts me through a back way out of the club to the private 
garage. As soon as Roman unlocks the car, | jump into the 
passenger seat and begin heaving strangled sobs. 

| fucking hope Cash cares more about following me than 
killing that man. Because if not, it’s a life on the line and 
blood on my hands. 


Roman and | are outside of my apartment, and | realize with 
a frustrated growl that | left my purse and key in Cash’s car. 
| pull out a bobby pin and begin whittling it into the lock 
when Roman gently pushes me to the side and uses a key of 
his own to unlock it. 

“Of course, you’d have a key. Because why wouldn’t 
everyone have a key to my apartment,” | say with a 
delirious sort of laughter as he lets me into the apartment. 

“I'll wait out here.” 

“Okay, and if he comes?” 

Roman’s face gives nothing away, stoic and military- 
esque. l’d bet anything he was special forces at one point. 
“Fox told me to keep you safe, and if that’s from himself, 
then so be it.” 

“What if he orders you to let him in?” 

“Do you want him to come inside?” | shake my head, at 
least not right now. “Then | won’t let him in. Good night, 
Miss Harlow.” | take the dismissal for what it is and lock the 
door behind me. 

My apartment feels all sorts of discombobulated after 
going through Beth’s room. Her items, which sat for so long 


untouched, treasured like she might just step back into her 
old life, are packed up and her personal flare sterilized. The 
crime tape which became a haunting memento is gone, and 
not to say | miss it, but it feels like something is missing 
with it gone. 

And then the simple fact that | haven’t been living here for 
days and it no longer feels like home. Cash’s apartment 
feels like home. And | hate him for that. 

| hate the way he’s made me feel, like I’m not safe without 
him. Like I’m not whole without him. And | hate most of all 
that right now, when he’s the source of my pain, he’s the 
only one | want to take it away. 

| curl my knees to my chest on the couch and stare at the 
black TV screen, my thoughts being drowned by the rising 
tide in my chest. This has to end. 

It has to. 

I've been shot at, held under guard, stalked and 
threatened by a serial killer, witnessed a man’s calf get 
blown out, and been adjacently responsible for how many 
deaths? All of that, and I’m still no closer to finding Beth’s 
actual killer. | rub the heels of my palms into my eyes with a 
frustrated groan. 

| perk up when | hear Cash’s gruff voice from the hallway. 
“She inside?” 

“I’m not letting you in until she says it's alright.” 

| tiptoe closer to the door to hear Cash’s response. “You 
know, sometimes | wish you weren’t so good at your job.” | 


jump when he starts talking to me. “Harlow, | can hear you.” 

“Did you kill him?” There’s a heavy pause, and | feel my 
knees weaken with the knowledge that another death is on 
my head. 

“He deserved it,” Cash says through the door, and | clasp 
my hand to my mouth to cover the sound of my choked sob. 

“But no, | didn’t kill him.” | suck in a deep breath of relief 
that stretches my lungs uncomfortably. “Listen, let Roman 
leave and we can talk about this privately.” 

“Fine, but slide your key under the door.” 

“Deal.” A flash of golden metal skitters across the floor. 


“All of them,” | add, and another comes skating from 
under the door. “Alright. Good night, Roman. Thank you for 
tonight.” 


“Night,” | hear him say as the sound of his footsteps fade 
down the hallway. 

2Cash leans against the door and slides down to sit with 
his back pressed to it. | mirror his position on the opposite 
side and wait for the words to come to me. 

How do | tell him he’s made me crazy? Both for him and 
because of him? That being with him feels like living in both 
a dream and a nightmare? 

| realize where my true hurt lies and start there. “It’s not 
that you almost killed a man, it’s that | told you to stop and 
you didn’t.” Christ, do | even hear myself? “And the fact that 
| can say that, that | don’t care you almost killed someone— 
that’s not me, Cash. | don’t belong in this world. | don’t 


know how to play by its rules and still be able to live with 
myself.” 

| feel a nudge on my bottom and turn to see Cash’s 
fingers peek under the door. With a tight throat and tears 
pricking my eyes, | slide my hand on the floor to touch his 
fingertips. | hear Cash sigh and can imagine his stony eyes 
and flared nostrils as he clenches his jaw. But he doesn’t 
speak. 

“And | Know you can’t say that you got out of hand or it 
won’t happen again because—” 

“Because I'll never lie to you, a cChuis/le.” Those Irish words 
are like a dagger between my ribs, prying them open in 
search of my heart. “I’ve told you before, anything you 
want, it’s yours. So what do you want, Harlow? You want me 
to walk away?” 

“yn 

“Because if that’s truly what you want, I'll do it. It might 
kill me, but I’ll do it.” | squeeze my eyes shut and pray for 
an answer to come to me. Because while | Know this has to 
end, saying that feels like anything but the right answer 
right now. 

“| want you...” | can almost sense his body tense on the 
other side of the door as | struggle for the right words. “I 
want you to be mine.” 

He releases a pained sigh, and it wedges the dagger a 
little deeper because | know what | have to say next. “Just 
for tonight.” 


“A chulsle—” 

“I’m gonna open the door now.” | stand and twist the lock, 
opening the door. 

Cash stands before me with disheveled hair and bloody 
knuckles. His shirt has several buttons open, and his tattoos 
stand out like a heavenly masterpiece against his skin. The 
sight of him makes my fucking heart weep. 

“Just one night.” | can barely hear myself over my own 
heartbeat. 

“| can’t do that, a chuisle.” 

“| can’t live not knowing what it’s like to feel you inside 
me,” | whisper, and Cash’s eyebrows fold, his eyes 
clenching like he’s in pain. “I know what you said but—” 

“I'll do it. I’ll be yours. For tonight.” 

“Okay,” | breathe. He holds his palm out over the 
threshold. When | take it, the heat sears my skin like the 
most glorious warmth and the most painful burn. With his 
hand in mine, | lead him to my bedroom. 

Butterflies beat up a storm in my stomach as he takes a 
seat in my desk chair and faces me where I’m standing in 
the middle of the room. “Strip.” 

“By myself?” 

“If all | get is one night, | don’t want to miss a single 
second. Now strip for me, a chuisle.” 

| feel shy as | pull my dress straps down one by one and 
shimmy the silken material down my body. Cash bites his 


fist as | unclasp my bra, and his smoldering gaze makes my 
cheeks burn. 

He nods to my nightstand. “Get yourself ready for me.” | 
understand his message clearly, and lie naked on my bed, 
then retrieve my bullet vibe from my nightstand. 

| turn it on. The buzzing sound is abrasive in the quiet 
room, but it dampens when | press it to my core. A sharp 
inhale is sucked from my chest, and Cash leans back in the 
chair with a throaty rumble. 

“Spread your legs, a chuis/e. Let me see that pretty pussy 
glisten.” | scooch up the bed and drop my knees to the side. 
“Fuck...” The crease between his brows deepens as he 
watches me writhe with the vibrations. 

My breathing quickens and he knows I’m close; he can 
read me so well. He stands and begins undressing without 
ever taking his gaze off me. He climbs next to me and trails 
the back of his hand down my cheek, then neck, and 
between my breasts to rest on my belly, flexing with each 
pulse against my clit. 

“You're right on the edge aren’t you?” 

| whimper and nod, tension lighting up my senses. “Why?” 

He crawls over me and settles himself between my thighs. 
“Because | want you to come the moment | make you 
mine.” There’s nothing possessive about his tone like in the 
club. Instead it is dripping with sweetness and nostalgia for 
something that hasn’t even happened yet. 


My toes begin to curl and my muscles contract. “Now, 
Cash.” 

Cash hooks my legs over his hips and plunges into me. As 
his cock glides into my pussy, | shatter. His arms holding 
him up tremble as | cry out with release and clench around 
him. He fills me so perfectly, it aches. | mewl when he pulls 
halfway out and slams back in with a grunt. 

“So fucking perfect, a chuisle. This pussy was made for 
me.” He thrusts again. “And | was made for you.” 

| gasp with each sharp punch of his hips, my body still 
pulsing from my orgasm. Each drag of his cock along my g- 
spot sends aftershocks of pleasure through me. 

| reach for his face and clutch his handsomeness between 
my palms as | bring him down to kiss me. A kiss has never 
been so light but so deep. His lips barely brush against 
mine, and yet | feel his heart in it. On his next thrust, | 
moan, and he swallows it by parting my lips with his tongue 
and drinking me in. My heart swells, feeling too tight in my 
ribcage. 

He starts pounding a little harder into me and | inhale 
Sharply. “I’m sorry, a chuisle, | can’t go slow anymore.” 

“It’s okay. If | only get you for one night, | want all of you,” 
| breathe against his lips. 

“One night,” he moans and hooks my knee over his arm 
to deepen his angle and folds over me further, gripping the 
back of my neck with his other hand. 

And then he fucks me. 


Clutching me in place, he slams into me like he’s 
searching for a way to forge us together into one. His breath 
is hot and heavy against my neck, and with each thrust he 
grunts like it’s both a pleasure and a pain. And | know the 
exact feeling because each time he buries himself in me | 
feel a wholeness I’ve never felt before. But with each 
withdrawal, no matter how short, it's a ripping feeling of loss 
| feel deep in my chest. 

His breath hisses through gritted teeth as he approaches 
his climax, and he pants. “Come with me, baby. Come on 
my cock one last time.” 

| pick the vibe back up and wedge it between us as he 
keeps up his relentless rhythm. The climb is steep and 
quick, my pussy quivers. 

“Oh fuck, yes,” he groans as he teeters on the edge. “Give 
it to me, a chuisl/e. Give it to me.” 

“Ah, Cash,” | cry aS my orgasm crests and comes crashing 
down in waves of hot pleasure. 

“God, Harlow.” My name is ripped from deep in this throat 
as he comes hard inside me, riding out the pulses of my 
orgasm. 

He collapses on top of me, brushing the sweaty strands of 
hair from my face as he kisses my jaw. “My perfect queen,” 
he mutters, and a heavy weight settles on me. 

He slowly slides out of me and rolls to his back, pulling me 
with him so I’m laying at his side, my arms and head draped 
over his chest. | twitch when his hand goes between my 


thighs. “Every drop, a chuis/e. | want you to keep every 
ounce of me inside you.” He uses two fingers to gather his 
cum leaking out of me and pushes it back in. 

We lay in heavy silence, both breathing hard and coming 
back to our own bodies after sharing one. 

Cash is the one to break the silence. “You know tonight 
was only the start, not the end.” 

There’s no denying it. This is so much more than just one 
night. 

“| know. There’s no going back.” 

| hear the soft smile in his voice when he presses his lips 
to my forehead. “No going back.” 
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Beauty 


Harlow 


‘ve made a lot of decisions in my life. 1 Some good, 
some bad. Bad ones like the time | thought it would be 
funny to eat a raw jalapeno in one bite because it couldn’t 
possibly be that bad. Good ones like sitting next to the quiet 
Russian girl on the first day of kindergarten. Bad ones like 
walking home drunk from a college party. Good ones like 
bringing home that kitten | found behind a dumpster. 

It’s yet to be seen if choosing Cash Fox will be a good or 
bad one. 

But right now, when his warm body is wrapped around 
mine with the morning sun casting orange shadows across 
his gentle profile on the pillow, it feels pretty damn good. 

Cash is all hard edges. Except when sleeping. His 
forehead melts of all creases and his jaw is loose and 
relaxed. | analyze the smooth slope of his round nose and 
the way his freckles fade the further out from his cheeks 
they go. His eyelashes are long and curled, fluttering ever 


so slightly as he dreams. Sleepy little breaths draw in and 
out of his lips. 

To put it simply, he’s adorable like this. | can see the boy 
that he was before a world of violence and loss hardened 
him. It makes me want to cradle him tight and tell him he 
doesn’t have to be so strong all the time. Because strong 
doesn’t bend, it breaks. 

| kiss his temple, feeling a heavy and full heart. He stirs 
with a lazy moan and tightens the arm he has wrapped 
around my waist. 

| laugh when his dick wakes quicker than him, his erection 
poking my hip. He folds me into his chest, my naked body 
soft and squishy against his hard and chiseled one. | love 
the contrast, the opposite dimensions blending perfectly 
together. 

“Get on top, baby,” he whispers hoarsely. “I want to watch 
you.” 

| roll him onto his back, my palms balanced on his chest 
as | straddle his hips. | place one of my feet flat on the 
mattress while | lift my bottom. | guide his hard cock into my 
pussy while | slide back down. 

His head pushes back into the pillow as | take him inside 
me, biting his lip with a groan. “You said there was nothing 
holy about me, but being inside you is fucking heaven.” | 
melt with his words, beginning slow, undulated movements. 

| fondle one of my breasts and his eyes latch on the other 
before filling his palm with it. He pinches my nipple, and | 


moan his name. “You feel so good.” My lust-filled voice is 
husky from sleep. | lean forward, arching my back. “Choke 
me.” 

A languid smile tugs on his lips with a devilish glint in his 
eyes as he collars my neck with his inked hand. The other 
palms my side, massaging the fat of my hip as | slowly 
pump up and down. 

He squeezes a touch harder and my head spins, heat 
rushing to my cheeks and swirling in my gut. | thumb his 
mouth and he willingly parts his lips, sucking my thumb into 
his mouth. My pussy clenches when he swirls his tongue 
around the tip before | pull it out with a pop. | lower my 
wetted thumb to my clit and smear my slick over it in 
precise circles. 

“When you touch yourself like that, fuck the way your 
pussy squeezes—” 

A harsh ring cuts through the heady moment, and | throw 
my head back with a groan for the worst timing in the 
history of the world. Cash’s eyes flick to his phone screen 
lighting up on my nightstand, but he keeps both hands on 
me. 

“Do you need to get that?” | ask exasperated and hot. 

“No, he’ll call back if it’s important. Now, ride me, baby.” 

Just as we are getting back into our rhythm, the phone 
rings again and | roll off Cash with a sigh. He brings the 
phone to his ear. | can’t make out words, but there’s 
shouting on the other line. “Shit. I’ll be there as soon as | 


can.” He hangs up and throws the phone onto the mattress 
beside him. 

“Lochlan got himself arrested, the little shit.” Cash swings 
his legs over the side of the bed and runs a hand through 
his messy hair. 

“Fuck, is there anything | can do?” It feels like a stupid 
question, but it feels even more stupid to not offer. 
Especially after learning about Cash’s promise to his father, 
this feels much more weighty. 

“No. It’s a dumb possession charge, but the shit was 
probably planted. He’ll be out by tomorrow. Finn’s already 
got our lawyers at the station knocking heads.” He pulls on 
his pants and shrugs his shirt over his shoulders. “I'd like 
you to be home when | get back though. Will you do that for 
me, a cChuisle?” 

“Home like—” 

“My apartment—our apartment. I'll call Alfie to come pick 
you up.” 

“Okay.” | scoot across the mattress on my knees, already 
mourning the way my soft, sleepy Cash is falling back into 
his stoic role as the head of this family. 

He scoops my face in his palms and kisses me with a 
groan. “I’ll see you later, baby.” Then he brushes his lips 
across my forehead and stalks out of the room, still tucking 
in his shirt. 

“I’m taking a key back so | can lock the door behind me,” 
he calls from the kitchen. “There’s a serial killer out there, 


ya know.” 
“Too soon, jackass,” | holler back with a laugh. 


“Thanks, Alfie.” | wave goodbye as | close the door of Cash’s 
apartment after being escorted to the door. It still feels 
weird being escorted everywhere, but given how quickly this 
morning changed and even last night, | guess it’s better to 
be safe than sorry. And | know that deep down, Cash really 
does just want me to be Safe, even if he has psychotic ways 
of showing it. 

| startle with a shriek when | turn around and see 
somebody coming out of the hallway. 

“Sorry, dear. | didn’t mean to spook you.” Donna raises 
her hands apologetically at the same time Alfie swings the 
door open, gun raised. 

“Oh. Hi, Donna.” Alfie holsters his gun. 

“Hi, hun. | was just coming to look for my bracelet. It must 
have fallen off when | was over the other day.” 

“Did you find it? | can help you look.” My heart rate is 
slowing back to normal. 

“Sure did.” She wags her wrist in the air, showing off a 
handmade friendship bracelet. “My grandbaby made it for 


me, so you know | can’t go losing it.” She gives me a wink 
as she heads to the door. 

“| see. Well, have a nice day.” | walk her out and wait until 
she gets in the elevator. 

“I’m sorry, ma’am. | should have checked the access logs 
before letting you in. That was reckless of me, and thank 
god it was just Donna.” Alfie shakes his head. 

“Access logs?” 

“Oh yeah, every person has a PIN to get into the 
apartment—it’s randomly generated every week, but it 
keeps a log of who comes and goes.” | notice for the first 
time that in addition to a typical deadbolt with a keyhole on 
the front door, there’s also a keypad. 

“Amm, nifty.” 

| make myself an iced latte with the espresso machine, 
my long night dragging on my bones, before finding a bikini 
in the stuff Stella brought over for me. 

| slip it on and give a twirl in the full-length mirror in the 
walk-in closet. My stomach clenches at the small, purple 
marks dotting my skin. Cash’s hands on me—even when he 
isn’t here. My stomach spills, soft and pleasingly, under the 
high sides of my swimsuit, making my hip creases the focus. 
| look good and can’t help but think of all the filthy things 
Cash would say if he came home right now. 

The back of the bikini bottoms can hardly be considered 
more than a thong, my dimpled cheeks round and full. | give 


them a wiggle in the mirror. Yeah, he’s one lucky son of a 
bitch. 

| use the bathroom before heading out to the pool. When | 
wash my hands, | hear the distinctive sound of dripping 
water pattering in the cabinet below the sink. I’m no expert 
plumber, but | Know what a leaky pipe sounds like. 

| grab a hand towel off the ring and squat down to see if 
it’s something | can fix myself. When | open the cabinet, 
sure enough there’s water dribbling down from where two 
pipes connect with a slip joint nut. Luckily, it just seems it’s 
a little loose, and when | test the faucet again after 
tightening it, it drains properly. 

There’s a few random toiletries at the bottom of the 
cabinet, and | quickly dry them off, throwing the towel down 
on the cabinet floor to wipe it clean. As I’m rubbing it dry, 
the towel catches on an edge, and when | tug it, | realize 
there’s a panel cut out of the cabinet bottom. 

Curious about this little hidey-hole I’ve stumbled upon, | 
lift the square of plywood, expecting to find dust bunnies or 
lost Q-tips. Instead there’s a small coil of gold chain. 2 

| pull out a dainty gold necklace, and | feel like I’m going 
to faint. Or at the very least, | have officially lost my mind. 

| stare at the chain, my pulse hammering, convincing 
myself that this is real and not a terrible, twisted dream. 

Violent nausea churns in my stomach as | spread out the 
necklace, a single word formed in the center: 

Beauty. 


31 think about calling Leo. | do. 

But then | think about what Cash said this morning, how 
Smug and certain he was that his lawyers would get his 
brother off whatever he was charged with. | think about the 
arrogant way he laughed when he told me about Leo being 
a sore loser, never being able to pin anything on him. Even 
the crass joke he made as he left my apartment. 

Cash Fox arguably commits the most and the worst crimes 
in June Harbor, and yet, he’s never been behind bars. In 
fact, he’s committed his whole life on his father’s grave to 
never getting locked up. 

So, sure, | could call Leo and watch Cash weasel his way 
out of this. Again. | mean, if a goddamn tattoo the size of his 
hand isn’t enough to make the case, what good is a 
necklace? I’d love to see the way he’ll spin this. What lies 
will he say to my face, how dumb he must think | am. 

My skin crawls thinking of the way he’s played me. 
Destroyed me. 

So, yes, | think of calling Leo. But that’s not enough. | 
want to destroy him the way he’s destroyed me. 


The way he’s taken everything light and beautiful and 
smothered the life out of it. The way he’s taken my love, my 
body, my goddamn soul, and sullied it, poisoned it. 

I’m gonna rip his fucking heart out. 


Late. 
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| hear him enter from where I’m sitting on his bed, still in my 
swimsuit, though | never made it to the pool. 

“Harlow?” Hearing his voice feels like swallowing glass. 

“In here,” | call back, slipping my mask into place as his 
footsteps draw closer. 

“Hey, baby.” He smiles, and it’s physically painful to mirror 
his gesture. His gaze rakes my body, and he brushes his 
thumb over his lip. “Go swimming?” 

“Never made it, took a nap instead.” His eyes on me make 
my skin crawl. 

“Oh, good.” He untucks his shirt and starts on his buttons. 
“So you'll be nice and rested to pick up where we left off 
this morning.” 

My lip curls. “I’ve been waiting...daddy.” | don’t know 
what compels me because the thought of him touching me 
makes me nauseous. Maybe it’s desire to not show my 
hand, to play the stupid fool he so clearly thinks | am. 


But as he steps out of his clothes and kneels onto the bed, 
a look of fucking adoration in his eyes, | realize what it is. He 
thinks he finally has me, that | finally love him the way he 
loves me. 

So, l’ll fuck him. I’ll fuck him and kiss him and make him 
think he owns my heart, all the while planning his demise. 
The perfect payback, lie to him the way he’s lied to me. 
Give him the one thing he desperately wants, but it will be 
nothing more than a charade. 

He sprawls out on his back, hands behind his head on the 
pillow. His cock stands like a mast. | climb over his hips and 
palm my breasts, and he watches me like a dog watches a 
piece of meat. “How did everything go with Lochlan?” 

“Nothing we can’t handle.” He breaks my eye contact. 

| rock my pelvis into his erection to get his attention back. 
“You know you can talk to me, right? I’m sure it’s unnerving 
any time something like this happens, given your promise.” 
I'm shocked by the ease with which my fake concern flows. 
He looks up at me with gratitude and trust, and | wonder if it 
was this easy for him to lie to me. Did he love seeing me 
weak and vulnerable, just so he could build me back up 
himself? 

“| know, a chuisle.” He picks one of my hands off his chest 
and kisses my knuckles. The tender moment is short-lived. 
“Now take that fucking top off, and let daddy see what’s 
his.” 


| smile sweetly, despite everything tasting so damn sour. | 
untie my top, and he fills his hands with my bare breasts. | 
used to love the way his hands, all inked and veiny, looked 
against my soft skin. Now they just look grotesque, and | 
can’t stand the sight of them on me. 

| gather his wrists and lift them above his head. He 
chuckles darkly as | use my bikini top to tie them to the 
headboard. “Daddy’s naughty girl.” 

| slide my bikini bottoms to the side and rub my pussy 
along his length. Fortunately, or unfortunately, my cunt is a 
dumb bitch and has no trouble getting wet for him. He 
groans, and his arms flex against the restraint as | guide him 
into my entrance. | involuntarily moan at the fullness, my 
body like Pavlov's dog for him. 

“So fucking tight, baby.” 

| bounce on his cock, only making expressions of pleasure 
when he opens his eyes. Moaning on autopilot. Muttering 
the occasional oh god or fuck, yes. 

All I’m really thinking about is whether, with his hands tied 
like this, | could successfully smother him to death with a 
pillow. 
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Cash 


check my watch again, Harlow still isn’t here. It’s the 
reopening of The Fox’s Den, and I’m outside with the 
press, the city’s important players, and longtime members 
of our community. | had stage curtains installed like an 
awning for the event. Their gold tassels hang on the 
sidewalk and the streetlights give the red velvet an amber 
hue. 

Finally, | see Stella step out of an Uber. She and Harlow 
went to get their hair done together for the event. When the 
car drives away and Harlow still hasn’t gotten out, | bite my 
cheek and wave Stella over. 

“Hey, boss, you look spiffy.” She tugs on my bow tie. 
“Great turnout too.” 

“Where’s Harlow?” 

She looks taken aback at my snappy tone, so | try again. 
“Did she take a separate car?” 

“| thought she was with you?” Fuck. 


My stomach roils. “Did you not get ready with her?” 

“No, she texted me—” 

“Gimme your phone,” | growl and tug her by the arm off to 
the side of the crowd gathered out front waiting for the big 
reveal. Without me having to ask, she pulls up her text 
thread with Harlow and hands me her phone. 

“What's going on, Cash? You’re freaking me out, and | 
don’t know if this is just you being your typical crazy ass or 
if something is really wrong.” 

Sorry. Can’t make it. 

| read the message from Harlow over and over. She didn’t 
send it. Not only has that girl never texted a period in her 
life, she would never cancel plans last minute with a half- 
assed apology and no explanation. 


” 


“Something /s wrong. Really fucking wrong.” My chest 
feels like a goddamn elephant is stepping on it. | can hardly 
hear my event planner give the introduction over the 
buzzing in my head. 

“—-and welcome back to The Fox’s Den!” Melissa, the 
planner, says with a swoop of her arms, and the people clap 
excitedly as the curtain raises. 

Their applause dims the higher the curtain gets, until they 
stop abruptly as the full scene comes into view. 

IThe image before me is like a match and my spine is the 
fuse. Fire races through me as | take in the bloody letters 
written on the windows: 

The slayer was here. 


People gasp, heads turning. The letters are still wet, and | 
can tell by the viscosity that it’s real blood, not paint. 
Lochlan and Roan run up to me, asking what to do. Big, 
blinding globes flash as the press hungrily snap photos like 
fucking vultures. 

“Get these people away from here,” | bark at them. | spot 
Finn and shove Stella’s phone into his hand. “Find out where 
this text was sent from and take her to my apartment. Wait 
there for word.” 

Roman and | lock eyes, and | flick my head at the door. He 
takes his place beside me, we work together like a well-oiled 
machine. We draw our guns in sync, and then pull open the 
doors. 

What greets us inside is even worse. The antique mirror 
we just had painstakingly restored is shattered again. | don’t 
even know how many gallons of blood are splashed over 
every surface. White tablecloths are drenched red. We step 
carefully to avoid slipping in the puddles. It’s a bloodbath in 
the most literal sense. 

“What the hell...” Roman mutters, and it's the first time 
I’ve ever seen him shocked by anything. I’ve seen the man 
walk out of gunfights and burning buildings looking like he 
just took a damn yoga class or something. 

| follow his gaze and my own shock is tenfold. 

On the bar, is a pig. An entire fucking eviscerated pig. It 
must be one straight off the hooks from our meat locker 
because | recognize the green abattoir stamp from the 


slaughterhouse we buy from. Roman guards my back, 
continuously scanning the floor, which is eerily quiet except 
for the thrum of people still on the sidewalk, eager for a 
peek at the newest June Harbor Slayer crime scene. 

The pig’s skin is a pale gray and looks cold to the touch, 
its mouth is frozen open. There’s something poking out of its 
side, and my pulse quickens when | realize it’s the handle of 
a knife. For someone who’s witnessed and committed 
crimes much more gruesome, my stomach still churns when 
| see the photo skewered by the blade onto the pig corpse. 

It’s the same photo Harlow received from the killer, only 
now her face is scratched out and the knife plunges through 
her body. | heave a sigh, puffing hot air in and out of my 
nose as | dislodge the blade. | flip the photo over, and find 
the previous message is crossed out and a new one is typed 
out below it. 

Oink, oink. Come find your little piggy. 

And a phone number. 

| immediately pound out the numbers. My rage swirls 
under my skin, making me hot and itchy, and | want to 
fucking scream. Especially when the call is sent to a generic 
voicemail box after two rings. Instantly, however, a new text 
pings on my phone. 

The message contains an address in the warehouse 
district on the city’s perimeter. And a simple instruction: 
Come alone. 


“The cooks were locked in the kitchen, and | found this 
outside the door.” Roman holds up a black box with several 
antennae. 

“A jammer.” My nails bite into my hands as | clench my 
fists into balls. “I have to go, but check the security tapes, 
though | doubt there’s gonna be anything. This fucker is 
thorough. | also want every single photo from every person 
that was on that sidewalk. Maybe someone caught 
something in the background.” 

“Done. | can have Alfie do that. | will come with you.” 

“No. | have to do this alone—” 

“I can’t let you do that, Cash.” Roman’s deep, brown eyes 
meet mine, imbued with a level of severity. He’s as loyal as 
he is stubborn, and there’s no getting around this. 

“Fine. Pull my car back out and I'll meet you there.” He 
nods, satisfied, and heads out the front door into the throng 
of people that are still there. 

| make my way out back, but | have no intention of waiting 
for him. 


21 let my Harley purr for a moment before cutting the 
engine. | scan the abandoned lot, grass and weeds 


sprouting through cracks in the old cement. There’s no other 
vehicles, only a light off the side of the building. It flickers 
dully. 

Satisfied there’s no one out here waiting to ambush me, | 
park and head inside the building. It’s a simple, sheet-metal 
structure with a wide rolling door, which is currently drawn 
up. The foundation is the same aging concrete as the 
parking lot, and other than scattered rubbish from 
squatters, there’s only one thing of note in the entire space. 

A simple, wooden dining chair sits next to a camping 
lantern illuminating a small radius with a dusky-orange glow. 
The corners of the room are pitch black, and ice crawls up 
my back knowing there’s so many blind spots. 

My phone alerts with a new message. 

Weapons on the ground. Handcuff yourself to the chair. 

| don’t drop my gun. No, | grip it tighter. “I came here, but 
I'm done taking orders from a fucking coward. Come out 
and face me.” They must be somewhere close, if not in the 
building itself. Close enough to know | am here, and whether 
or not | play along with their little game. 

Another text comes through, and this time it’s just an 
audio file. My heart drops to my stomach the second | press 
play. Harlow’s voice is choked by her sobs as she pleads 
with someone. There’s the sharp sound of a smack, and | 
hear her scream before the audio recording ends. 

My teeth grind together as her cries echo in my head. | 
growl, but set my gun on the cement floor and make my 


way over to the chair. My blood is pumping like a steam 
engine with each step. There’s a set of handcuffs on the 
seat. | put my hands through the bars in the back of the 
chair and fasten the cuffs, hoping Finn gets something 
useful off Stella’s phone. 

“Such an obedient little slut.” Her voice cuts like the crack 
of a whip through the air. | whip my head back and forth, 
trying to see where she Is. 

She steps out of the shadows in front of me. “A chuisle,” | 
sigh as my eyes race to check every visible inch of her for 
signs of harm. “Are you hurt? Where is he?” 

“Right in front of me.” She strides closer, a darkness 
heavy in her eyes, as | consider her words, both now and 
seconds ago. She stops a few feet in front of me and twirls 
the tip of a blade identical to the one from the pig on her 
finger. “And such a good boy following directions. Do you 
think you deserve a reward?” 

| swallow my confusion, trying to process what the fuck is 
happening while also rejoicing that she seems to be safe 
and unharmed. “Harlow, what is this about?” | tug on the 
cuffs as | sit up to lean closer to her. 

She holds up the knife so it glints in the lantern light, 
peering at it in awe. “I was going to use a gun—which, thank 
you for the lessons. Now, I'll be sure not to miss. But a knife 
felt more poetic, no?” 

“What the fuck are you talking about? Are you on 
something?” 


“No, baby. I’m as clearheaded as ever.” Venom drips from 
her tone, and when she calls me baby, it’s cold and bitter. 
She pulls a gold chain from the cleavage of her red, satin 
dress. 

“A necklace? You think I’m sneaking around on you or 
some bullshit?” 

“Fuck you, Cash,” she snaps and lunges forward, tipping 
my chin up with the flat of her knife. “Treat me like a dumb 
bimbo again, and | swear to god I'll slit your throat and 
enjoy every fucking second of it.” Christ. 

Nothing is making sense. The anger and hatred in 
Harlow’s eyes is pure and unadulterated. That is real. 

She digs the sharp edge of the blade against my Adam's 
apple, and | sense her itching to cut deeper. I’ve been 
around enough killers to know bloodlust when | see it. And 
right now, she wants to kill me with every fiber of her being. 

She stands upright and talks with her hands, waving the 
knife around. “Setting up the Den was actually quite 
cathartic, and I’m glad, because if | didn’t get some of this 
rage out earlier, I’m not sure | would have been able to stop 
myself from killing you on sight.” It feels like | was just 
sucker punched. 

“That...was...you?” My words are stilted as my voice 
Shakes with emotion. 

“Go after what’s most precious, isn’t that what you taught 
me?” The sickening glee in her voice sends chills down my 


spine. “Now, | have to give it to you, Cash, you were very 
convincing.” 

“Harlow—” 

“I vomited, you know. When | found Beth’s necklace in 
your little hiding place. The thought of having just fucked 
you made me physically ill.” 

| laugh as her words from earlier click. Where is he? Right 
in front of me. 

“Oh, so we’re back on this bullshit, huh?” 
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Back on this bullshit. > 

| didn’t think my body could contain any more fury. | guess 
| was wrong. 

“What made you harder? Killing Beth or comforting me 
while | mourned her?” 

He tongues the inside of his bottom lip. “Neither. Because 
| didn’t fucking kill her.” 

| thrust the knife at his throat again and watch as his 
pulse remains unbelievably stable. He looks...bored. | can’t 
threaten him with pain or even death. He’s not scared of 
mortal things. So, what if | give him what he wants most and 


then threaten to take it away? He nearly went to war with 
the Bratva for me. What else will he do for me? 

| lift my dress, his gaze following the motion of the deep- 
red material up my thigh to where | sheath my knife in a 
thigh holster. | step up to him and can’t deny the power | 
feel forcing him to look up at me. I’m disgusted, but not 
surprised, when | see him straining in his pants. 

“One last fuck before you kill me?” he says when | 
straddle his lap, one eyebrow cocked. 

| don’t answer his question and set my face to stone as | 
begin unbuttoning his shirt. His eyes darken and he never 
takes his gaze off my face, even when | keep mine fixed on 
the task. | pull his shirt open and palm his chest above the 
beating organ. “Stella warned me about this. Said you didn’t 
have a heart.” 
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“I do. It’s you. A chuisle mo chroi.” The pulse of my heart. 

“1 don’t Know what’s worse,” | say as | unfasten his pants 
with surprisingly steady fingers. “That | fell in love with my 
best friend’s killer or that you genuinely believe yourself 
capable of loving me after everything you’ve done.” 
Because that's the thing, | know Cash thinks he loves me. 
Maybe in some twisted trophy type of way. But it’s real to 
him. 

“1 do love you, a chuisle.” His words are an arrow to my 
heart. Sharp. Painful. Deadly. Because | want to believe 
them and not his lies. | want there to be something to 


explain away the necklace, but there isn’t. And if | let myself 
fall into them, it will kill me too. 

| pull his pants down, and he lifts his hips to help me, his 
dick standing between us. “I don’t want your love 
confession. | want your murder confession.” 

He chuckles. “I feel like we've already had _ this 
conversation, no?” 

With hate in my heart, | lift my hips up and slide my pussy 
down his cock. “Oh, fuck,” he sputters, and | have to bite my 
tongue so | don’t say the same. He fills me so precisely. He 
still feels like home, my body not having caught up with my 
mind yet. 

| slowly rock up and down, and he smiles lazily. “So wet for 
me, as always. Maybe especially so when you wanna kill 
me.” 

| continue until the muscles in his neck are straining as he 
looks up at the ceiling and he’s breathing in heavy huffs. 

Then | stop. His head snaps forward. 

“Confess, and I'll keep going.” 

“What's to stop me from doing this?” He thrusts his hips 
up. 

“This.” | take my knife out again and press it to the heated 
Skin of his throat. 

“You kill me, you don’t get your confession.” He grins. 

“Good thing you don’t talk with your leg.” Then | whip my 
hand behind me and plunge the blade into his thigh. He 
growls through gritted teeth, spit flying as he seethes. 


“Now tell me again about how you didn’t kill her?” 

“| didn’t kill her.” For the first time tonight, his eyes show 
a hint of real exasperation. 

“Wrong answer.” | fuck myself again on his cock until he’s 
panting, and | watch his tattooed abs tense as he edges 
closer. 

And again | stop. 

“Fuck, Harlow.” He spits angrily and twists in his 
restraints. | smile back, pleased with my chosen method of 
torture. 

“Answer the question like a good boy, and I'll let you 
come,” | taunt, and his nostrils flare. 

“Do you really think I’m such an idiot that I’d commit 
murders with my most identifiable tattoo uncovered? Tell 
me, was the person you saw kill Beth—” 

“That person was you.” 

“Was he—I—wearing a glove on the other hand? What 
about clothing? | have tattoos all over my body. Were any 
other ones showing?” 

“Stop trying to confuse me.” | can’t help but grind in his 
lap, so much kinetic energy pulsing through me. “I saw you 
that night, and now | have my proof.” | stop moving again 
and hold up the necklace. 

“Fuck, fine. Tell me about this necklace. Where did you 
find it?” 

“You know exactly where | found it.” He moans, and | 
realize | accidentally clenched around him when | yelled. 


“Humor me.” 

| roll my eyes, but if | have to answer a few stupid 
questions to finally hear the truth from his lips, then so be it. 
“In the hidden compartment under your bathroom sink. | 
accidentally discovered it when | was fixing a leak.” 

His face drains of color. Genuine concern shows on his 
face. “Very few people know about that spot...” He looks off 
to the side, shaking his head slowly. “I can count the 
number of people who know the secret hiding places in my 
apartment on one hand.” It feels like he is thinking out loud 
more than he is talking to me. 

“Take my phone out of my pocket, | need you to look 
something up for me.” He’s all business, like | haven’t just 
been interrogating him by edging and he’s not still inside 
me. 

“Not until—” 

“Do you want the fucking truth or not, Harlow?” he barks, 
and I’m startled at the bite. “Left inside jacket pocket.” | 
scowl at him, but since this is the most he’s given me all 
night, | reach around his open dress shirt and into his jacket. 

| hold the phone up to his face to unlock it with FacelD. He 
gives me instructions to open a password-protected folder, 
sucking in a sharp breath anytime | wriggle too much on his 
dick. “Read me the names and days in order.” 

| recognize the names instantly. “You, today. Roman, 
today. You, today. You, today. Lochlan, yesterday. Roman, 


yesterday...” | continue this until he stops me after reading 
Donna, Thursday. 

“What is this list, Cash?” 

“Access log. Anyone who enters has a personalized code 
to get inside, and so, it tracks who comes and goes. But, 
Donna, you said she’s on there from Thursday? That’s not 
her scheduled day.” 

“Yeah, | ran into her while she was leaving. She was 
looking for a bracelet that had fallen off.” 

He tsks. “Donna, Donna. What have you gotten into?” | try 
to follow where his train of thought is, but I’m at a loss. 
Surely, he doesn’t think Donna, his __ sixty-year-old 
housekeeper, is the June Harbor Slayer. 

“Okay, I’m gonna need you to click on the time next to her 
name in the log.” When | do, the screen changes to a grid of 
security videos of different angles and rooms of Cash’s 
apartment. In the top-left corner, we watch Donna enter the 
apartment. As she turns the knob, my eye catches on the 
bracelet on her wrist and my stomach drops. 

It was never missing. 

| become increasingly numb as we watch her walk through 
the apartment and into Cash’s bathroom. There’s a 
pounding in my temples when | watch her kneel down and 
fiddle around under the cabinet before taking a wrench out 
of her purse. 7o loosen the joint nut. 

“I—| didn’t—Cash—” My mouth is moving, but I’m not 
aware of what I’m saying, my mind so mixed up that | can’t 


think straight, let alone speak straight. 

“Look at me.” | can’t. | can’t look at him. | hang my head, 
and he wrenches his neck to try to look me in the eyes, but 
he’s still handcuffed and jerks in the chair. 

My lungs contract and withhold air as | consider if this is 
just another elaborate deception. After all, his baseball- 
game alibi was so meticulously crafted...if it was crafted at 
all. Maybe it was real and this is exactly what it looks like: 
Donna planting Beth’s necklace. 

| don’t realize I’m hyperventilating until Cash’s voice 
finally breaks through my haze. “C’mon, a chuis/e. Breathe 
for me. Breathe for me, baby.” My airway fights to open, but 
| manage to gulp a huge breath and raise my head. 

His green eyes are like a mossy forest in the dark building, 
and they are boring into mine with such intensity it nearly 
Snatches my breath right back. 

“Are you going to kill me now?” The question spills from 
my lips like dry ice, swirling into the air between us. 

His brows knit together. “Why would | do that?” 

“Because no one fucks with your family and survives.” 

“Uncuff me,” he says coolly. | remain unmoved, so he says 
again, “Uncuff me, Harlow.” 

| figure whether | let him go now or later, he’s still going to 
kill me, so why not get it over with. | feel out of touch with 
my body as | reach around him and unlock the handcuffs. 
He’s still in me, and when | lean forward, his cock presses 


against my g-spot and | involuntarily whimper. | feel him 
tense too. 

God, this is so fucked up. All of this. There’s still a fucking 
knife sticking out of his thigh for Christ's sake. 

The metal cuffs clatter to the floor, and the sharpness of 
him inside me dissipates as realization takes over and my 
sense of self evaporates a little more. Maybe dying won't be 
painful if | don’t feel like I’m in my body. Maybe this is what 
Beth felt. | hope so. 

It’s like I’m a vapor lifting out of my body until Cash 
wriggles his arms through the chair and clasps them around 
me. I’m slammed back into myself through his grip on me. 
He folds his head into the crook of my neck and breathes 
me in. 

Then he’s leaning back and clutching my face in his 
hands, bringing us almost nose to nose. “If | had to kill you, | 
would insist you take that knife out of my leg and bury it in 
my neck right now. I’m not scared of dying, but | am scared 
of living without you.” The emotion in his voice guts me, and 
| break. 

| collapse forward, my cheek on his bare skin, heaving 
sobs of relief and grief, madness and sadness. What a mess 
I've made of a situation already so muddled. Unable to 
control the flood of feelings pulling me out to sea. 

With each wrack of my body, he only holds me tighter, 
whispering in my ear... 


“Without you, my heart wouldn’t beat, a chuisle mo 
chroj.” 
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Repentance 


Cash 


B y the time we get back home, | can’t feel below my 
knee—the tourniquet made out of my shirt strangles 
my circulation, but | guess it beats bleeding to death. 
Roman is picking up Donna, while Finn drives my motorcycle 
home. Lochlan drives me and Harlow home in his car. 

| understand why she did what she did. Doesn’t mean it 
doesn’t hurt like a bitch that she immediately thought the 
worst of me when she found that necklace. And what she 
did to the Den...fuck with me is one thing, fuck with family is 
another. But still, all | could think about on the drive home 
was the desolate look in her eyes when she asked if | was 
going to kill her. Like | could ever sever a piece of my own 
heart. 

Dr. Romero is already set up in my bedroom. His traveling 
OR is a tent of plastic with sterilized equipment and nurses 
in surgical gowns and sleeves, ready to go inside. 


My arm is slung over Lochlan’s shoulders as | limp into the 
room. | feel Harlow behind us, her anxious energy coming 
off in waves. My mind is torn, wanting to comfort her but 
also wanting to scream that this is all her fault, how dare 
she act like the wounded one. | grit my teeth to hold back 
the words. 

Finn is already in my room and stops her in the doorway. 
“This is far enough.” 

| look behind me, and she pleads with me with her gaze. | 
shove down the pain the look in her eyes causes me. “He’s 
right. Wait in your own room until I’m done.” | can’t deny 
the small ping of gratification | get at the dejection on her 
face. 


I’m lucky Harlow didn’t hit any major arteries. Dr. Romero 
cleans and stitches the wound but insists it isn’t more than 
muscle damage. With local anesthetic still in my system, | 
use crutches to hobble to the living room, virtually pain free. 
| knock on Harlow’s door on my way but don’t bother 
waiting for her. A little more cold shoulder won’t hurt. 

Donna is sitting on the couch with Roman standing next to 
her, hand on his gun. She’s clearly been crying—her eyes 


are red and puffy—and she’s in the pajamas she must have 
been wearing when Roman pulled her out of bed. 

“Do | need to tell you why you’re here, Donna?” | lower 
myself into the armchair across from her, trying not to 
collapse onto it like an invalid. 

“N-No.” She sniffles. | am so sick of women weeping over 
things that are their own fucking doing. Harlow steps into 
the living room, hovering at the edge of the room. 

| speak to Donna, but hope Harlow knows I’m talking to 
her. “I’ve given you nothing but my loyalty, protection, and 
trust, and this is how you repay me? By stabbing me in the 
fucking leg—l mean back.” My brothers snicker at my slip, 
and Harlow winces. 

“| don’t want to hurt you, Donna. You've been like family 
to me, but you can understand the difficult position you put 
me in.” 

“! understand.” She looks down at her lap and dabs her 
eye with a tissue. 

“Tell me why.” | can feel Finn getting restless beside me, 
he wants to go for the jugular, but that’s why I’m king and 
he’s not. You can’t get information from someone who's bled 
out. 

“A man, he came to me. Showed me pictures of my 
grandkids he’d taken on their walk home from school. Said 
he could get to them anywhere and anytime.” She pauses 
and looks up at me as if for permission to continue. | nod. 


“He said all | had to do was hide this necklace somewhere 
Harlow would find it. Told me he’d get you out of the 
apartment. Oh, and to make sure when she found it, it 
would seem like she stumbled upon it by chance.” It’s 
smart, and | hate that I’m appreciative of the technique. A 
leaky faucet Seems So innocuous, a random discovery. 

“Who was he?” Finn barks. 

“I! don’t know. White, in his thirties, athletic build. | don’t 
know. I’m so sorry, it was just a necklace. | thought, what 
was the worst that could happen—” 

| hold up my hand to stop her. I’m not interested in what 
She thought would happen or her tired apologies. | need 
results, and she’s not giving them to me. “Do you have a 
way to reach him? How did he contact you?” 

“Just showed up at my house. Never gave his name or 
number or nothing.” Fuck, why does everything have to be 
so difficult? “Can | have just one day with my kids and 
grandbabies before...?” she asks timidly. 

“Before what?” 

“Before you kill me.” Goddamn, what is with these 
women? I’m a cold-blooded killer, no doubt about it, but | 
don’t go around killing women. But it provides a good 
Opportunity to speak to Harlow again without actually 
having to look her in the eyes, because those eyes...they 
break me. 

“Il should kill you. In fact, if you were anyone else, | would. 
If you’d just come to me, | could have helped you and we 


could have avoided all this—” heartbreak, soul-wrenching 
pain, “unpleasantness. Have | not always proven that | 
protect those around me?” 

She nods along, blotting her tears, and | can't stand to 
look at her any longer. | push myself up and slap away 
Lochlan’s proffered hand. /t’s a mere flesh wound, not a 
goddamn amputation. 

| pick up my crutches and make my way slowly and 
awkwardly across the room. | pause and turn around to face 
Donna. “You'll get a generous severance, but you and your 
family are moving somewhere far, far away. | can’t have 
people around me that are so easily turned.” Before | leave, 
| add, “And | never want to see your face again.” It cracks 
something in my chest to say the words, but it’s what needs 
to be said. 

That’s the thing about betrayal that hurts the most in my 
world. | can’t allow betrayal, so even if | wanted to forgive 
and forget, | can’t. | can’t afford that weakness. So | hate 
Donna more for making me cut ties with her—someone 
who's been like a mother to me—than for planting the damn 
necklace. 

| shuffle down the hallway, refusing to look at Harlow. 

“That’s him,” Donna gasps, and everyone’s attention 
spins to her. 

She’s standing next to the island where | dumped out my 
pockets. There’s my keys, a_ switchblade, a _ loaded 


magazine, my phone, and the item she’s looking at like 
she’s seen a ghost. 

She stares at the photograph | pulled off the pig and 
points at Detective Saxon. “That’s the man who gave me 
the necklace.” 


After Donna leaves and my brothers and | decide there’s 
nothing to be done about Leo tonight, | go to bed. Christ, 
was today fucking tiring. Harlow ran off to her room after 
the discovery, and | have to fight the urge to go see if she’s 
okay. ! 

Every muscle in my body wants to rush to her, but I can’t 
bring myself to do it. Maybe it’s pride, maybe it’s pettiness. | 
comforted her in the warehouse because, how could | not? | 
promised to always catch her when she falls, and she was 
falling fast. 

And if I’m being truthful, | feared the worst heading into 
that warehouse and the chance to hold her—a/ive—was one 
| couldn't resist. 

But tonight, | don’t invite her to my bed. She comes 
anyway. 


There’s a soft knock on my door, and | chew on my lip to 
keep from calling her in right away. After leaving her waiting 
for a few moments, | tell her to come in. She’s in a big t- 
Shirt, hanging down her thighs, and | can’t tell if she’s 
wearing anything under it. 

“| don’t Know what to say, but | will try...” she starts, and | 
sit up in bed, leaning against the pillows. “You’ve more than 
proven yourself to me. You said you’d never lie to me, and 
you never have. But | did. | Knew you’d do anything for me, 
and | used that against you. You showed me your heart, and 
| used it against you. I’ve hurt you in ways | know you'd 
never hurt me.” 

Her voice cracks, and | clench my jaw tighter. Seeing her 
lay herself bare before me is worse than seeing hate in her 
eyes. It’s worse because she deserves it, but still | want to 
take the pain away. Pain she caused me. 

She steadies herself with a breath and lifts her shirt over 
her head, leaving her in nothing else. “I don’t know how | 
can ever make up for what | did, but”—she crawls onto the 
bed at my side—“I can start here.” 

“Wait.” | stop her before she reaches me, and she sits 
back on her heels, looking embarrassed and slightly scared. 
“Get my belt.” The city lights outside my window provide 
enough light for me to see the way she gulps at my 
instructions. 

She slides off the bed and fetches a belt from my closet. 
When she returns, | tell her to get the vibrator out of my 


nightstand. Her face is a mixture of confusion as she looks 
at the two items, bringers of both pain and pleasure. She 
kneels again on the mattress next to me, and my chest 
squeezes seeing her so pliant and willing to please. So 
willing to serve. 

Finally understanding her place. 

She lifts her chin and speaks softly. “You can hurt me if 
you need to.” 

“I know | can.” | bite out harshly, and she looks back down 
at her thighs. “But | don’t want to hurt you. | want to torture 
you. | want to drive you mad the way you’ve driven me.” 

She peeks up at me through her lashes, and my cock jerks 
at the fear and heat in her eyes. | take it out of my boxers, 
already throbbing hard, and pull down the sheets from my 
waist. “You played me tonight, a chuis/e. And now I’m going 
to play with you.” 

| look at her then look at my lap pointedly, and she gets 
the message, crawling on hands and knees to me. She 
wraps a hand delicately around my shaft and, before she 
touches me with her mouth, | lift her chin with a finger. 
“Show me how pretty you are when you cry.” 

As her hot mouth takes me in, my thighs flex instinctively 
and my wounded leg feels like it’s tearing. | ignore it and 
focus on her wet tongue swirling around the tip of my cock 
before she forces it to the back of her throat. She gags and | 
reach for the belt, folding it in half. Her body tenses, hearing 


the jingle of the buckle. The next time she bobs down, | 
bring the belt down on her ass. 

She yelps, mouth still full of me, and the vibration of her 
cry shoots to my balls. The sensation is so good, | snap the 
belt against her flesh again right away. She whimpers, the 
impact making her choke on me. The barbed wire wrapped 
around my heart loosens each time the leather cracks 
against her supple skin. 

| thumb her cheek and sigh, displeased. “No tears for me, 
a Chuisle?” She looks up at me, blue eyes swimming with 
apology. | reach for the vibrator and turn it on, pressing it 
between her thighs. She jolts and moans. “You don’t come 
before me. Nod that you understand.” 

She bobs up and down my cock in acknowledgment, 
making me grit my teeth to hold in a groan. “Now, hold it 
yourself so | can continue to turn this sweet ass red.” Her 
plump cheeks are already hot to the touch and bright red. 
I’m hitting hard enough to leave a nice sting but not enough 
to bruise. And enough to release some of this hurt and 
anger, while also knowing she’s getting off equally on the 
pain. 

As she rides the vibrator, | lash her ass, and she sucks 
more vigorously, almost desperately. Each time she 
deepthroats me, on her reprieve, | smack her ass so she 
stays in a constant state of breathlessness. The noises we 
make are almost violent sounding. | hiss and grunt as she 


fucks me with her mouth, and she’s a mingled mess of 
moans, cries, and chokes. 

My groin clenches and my balls tingle as my climax nears. 
Despite the pain in my leg, | can’t help but thrust up into her 
wet and waiting mouth. | try to hold on until | feel the 
beginning spasms of her own building orgasm. “Not until | 
come, a Chuisle,” | say hoarsely, waves of pleasure cresting. 
| drop the belt and use my empty hand to hold her head 
down as | buck my hips up with great force. 

| come with a hot burst and deep growl, both from the 
euphoria and the searing pain in my leg. | pull her off my 
cock and then rip the vibrator from her hand. Her eyes are 
watery and wide. She’s breathing deeply, but | know she 
never reached her peak. 

Her eyes claw at the bruised, beating mass in my chest as 
she wipes the corner of her mouth with her thumb. | can’t 
look at her when | speak next. 

“Get out.” The words are cold and sharp. 

She climbs out of the bed without a word. | don’t know 
who it hurts more—me or her—when she leaves. 
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Requiem 


Harlow 


can’t sleep when Cash sends me back to my room. | 
wanted to go downstairs and clean up the horrific mess | 
made in the Den, but Roman informed me they already 
called their cleaners. | offered to help them, and he made it 
clear that | wasn’t welcome, that I’d “done enough.” 

To distract myself from replaying the look on Cash’s face 
when he told me to get out, my mind rewinds to the night 
Beth died and tries to look at everything from a new angle 
now that we know Leo is the slayer. 

The first thing that comes to mind is the moment in the 
interrogation room when Leo punches the table. | thought 
his knuckles were bruising quickly, but what if that was 
leftover ink from a fake tattoo? 

And then, with his leading, | remembered Cash’s tattoo, 
something to directly point at Cash. Followed by his 
confusing insistence that | don’t look too deeply into Cash— 
because of course it was never him. He probably chose Cash 


because he knew Cash could fight any circumstantial 
charges. 

In a way, it’s genius. Don’t just hide your identity, point to 
an entirely different identity. But never enough evidence 
that your fall guy will ever get caught. A perfect cover, one 
he could keep using again and again. 

Until | showed up again and again. Poking holes in his 
perfect plan. 

And when the envelope was delivered to the police 
station, he knew | was there because reception called him 
when | arrived, and it took him ten minutes to meet me in 
the lobby. Plenty of time to call a courier and have them 
dispatch a pre-arranged package. 

The photograph taken outside my apartment...He could 
have had a camera set up across the street for weeks 
keeping an eye on me. Maybe Beth too when she was alive, 
| realize with a chill. 

By the time the sun rises, | am still tossing and turning 
and becoming increasingly disturbed by the way Leo, the 
cop responsible for solving my friend’s murder, was the 
murderer all along. 

But if the last few years have taught us anything, it’s that 
not all cops are good. 

| look out the window and see the first early birds walking 
into June Bug Café across the street. Coffee. That’s what | 
need. 


| throw on some clothes and head out. Of course, I’m 
greeted by a bright-eyed and bushy-tailed Alfie, who gives 
me a big smile before sobering and barely sparing me a 
glance as he fixes his gaze straight ahead. 

He speaks up when | press the elevator button. “Where 
you going?” 

“Just across the street for coffee. You want anything?” 

“You shouldn’t go alone.” 

“It’s twenty feet away, Alfie. You can watch me from the 
window.” 

“Fine. Pumpkin spice latte with almond milk.” | Suppress a 
smile. “Dairy gives me the squirts,” he adds under his 
breath, and | bite my cheek to keep from laughing until the 
elevator arrives. ! 

The fresh air feels nice, but | still feel like a zombie as | 
cross the street. Especially when | spy the table | spilled 
coffee at during my failure of a stakeout. Actually, not a 
zombie—zombies don’t feel pain. And that’s all | feel right 
now. 

I’m recklessly optimistic that coffee will help, but | know 
lack of sleep is the least of my issues. 

| space out after ordering, counting the pins on a bulletin 
board above the straws and sugars. My eye catches on a 
poster for salsa-dance classes, and | briefly wonder if Cash 
would do that with me. Once he can stand looking at me 
again. Or touching me without inflicting pain. 


| curse the tears welling in my eyes. As if | should be the 
one crying. I’m the perpetrator, not the victim. 

| hear my name called and realize it probably wasn’t the 
first time as everyone in the shop is looking at me. 
“Thanks,” | mutter as | grab the cups and a drink tray. | got 
an espresso for Cash. A measly peace offering, but it’s a 
Start. 

| know | have a big climb to forgiveness ahead of me, but 
he’s worth it. 

He always has been. I’ve just been too selfish to realize. 

Maybe one day I'll have a chance to show him how much 
he means to me. But until then, I'll treat each day as that 
chance. 

| step off the curb and nearly drop all the drinks as | jump 
back to avoid a car whipping into a parking spot. | prepare a 
string of obscenities as they roll down their window. | swear 
to god if they try to tell me to watch where I’m going— 

“Get in.” My heart stutters as Leo’s cool, blue eyes stare 
back at me. He lifts a gun from his lap and points it out the 
window. “Get in or that mom with the stroller behind you 
gets a bullet in the brain.” 

| stay frozen, willing myself to move, when he smiles cold 
and malicious. “Call my bluff, Harlow. See what happens.” 

The baby behind me starts to fuss, and | hear the mother 
trying to soothe it. That’s enough to make me open the car 
door and get in even with a gun aimed at me. 


“Quite the little stunt you pulled at the reopening last 
night.” Leo’s voice is the same smooth, charming cadence 
as always, but now it’s tainted like sugar-coated poison. He 
looks at me. “That was you, | assume?” 

| despise his smugness and press my lips tight together. 
He continues as if this conversation isn’t one-sided. “1 
thought you surely found the necklace, so imagine my 
surprise when | see you coming out of his apartment this 
morning.” 

“What do you want, Saxon?” 

“Aw, no more Leo?” My stomach twists as he takes a 
highway on-ramp—he could be taking me anywhere. I’m 
sure Cash has some sort of tracking device on my phone, 
but of course | left it at home. In my defense, | wasn’t 
planning on getting kidnapped before eight a.m. | can only 
hope that Alfie saw me get into the car and is right behind 
uS. 

“Why her?” | demand. If I’m going to die, | want to go 
knowing the answers to the questions that haunt me. 

“! prefer blondes.” He gives me a sympathetic look that 
makes my skin crawl. “It was nothing personal, darling.” 

“You're sick.” 

“I’m actually feeling fine.” Smug bastard. 

A few minutes later, we pull up to an empty construction 
lot for a new business park. There are various pieces of 
machinery, concrete foundation poured, and stacks of 
lumber ready to use. But no workers. Not a single person is 


in sight. Leo drives across the dusty lot to an office trailer. 
Bile rises in my throat when | notice the yellow crime scene 
tape strapped across the door. 

It’s a perfect kill location. With the lot empty, no one will 
hear anything, and no one will question a car with 
government plates at a crime scene. He gets out of the car 
and opens my door, waving me out with the gun. 

“You shouldn’t have waited until after they poured the 
concrete. It would have been a great way to dispose of my 
body.” His jaw ticks, clearly annoyed I’m not acting more 
frightened. 

He uses a pocket knife to lift the tape without breaking the 
seal. Inside, the trailer looks like any other well-used office: 
travel coffee cups, post-its placed around a computer 
monitor, file cabinets with loose documents piled on top. But 
among the space, there are swatches of black powder, 
almost like soot, especially on the desk with a knocked-over 
cup of pencils and a flipped chair. Plus little, plastic, yellow 
triangles with numbers dot the room. 

| look around the space and wonder if this is what the 
movie theater parking lot looked like after Beth’s murder. 
Were there little yellow markers pointing to clues that led 
nowhere? Did they dust for fingerprints and come up 
empty? 

“Come here,” Leo calls me over to a slatted shelf and 
handcuffs one of my wrists to it. 


| avoid asking any more questions, instead just watching 
him and wondering how | could have been so wrong. 

“Quincy, Saxon.” Leo speaks into his phone. “I’m following 
a hunch. Don’t want it on the books quite yet, but I'll be in 
later today...okay...sounds good. Bye.” Quincy. Is he in on it 
too? Does he know he’s hunting his partner? 

He hangs up and immediately dials another number on 
speaker phone. “Good morning, Fox.” My blood chills. 

“Who is this?” My heart tears hearing his husky morning 
voice. | can perfectly picture the way his pillow creases will 
be pressed into his cheeks. 

“Sorry, | interrupted your coffee girl—” 

“Saxon,” Cash growls. | can hear him shuffling around on 
the other end of the line. 

“Il think it’s time we talk this thing through, what do you 
say?” Leo speaks, and it reminds me of a frat bro trying to 
convince his rape victim to take daddy’s hush money. “1 
have a proposition you may be inclined—” 

“Is she there? Harlow, can you hear me?” The concern in 
his voice, still after everything, is unbearable. 

“I’m fine, Cash—oof” Leo sucker punches me in the 
stomach, knocking all the air from my lungs. Cash hollers a 
string of gruesome threats through the phone. 

“You better hurry, Fox. You know how much | love 
tarnishing pretty things.” Leo uses a light finger to tuck a 
strand of hair behind my ear, and | spit in his face. He 


scowls and slaps me hard, but | try my best to muffle any 
groan for Cash’s sake, but I’m sure the slap rang through. 
“Anything you do to her, I'll do to you ten times worse, 
pig,” Cash roars. 
Leo gives him directions to the construction site. “And | 
don’t think | need to tell you what will happen if you don’t 


” 


come alone.” He rips on my hair, making me scream in 
Surprised pain for Cash to hear one last time before he 


hangs up. 


2Ten minutes later, | hear a car racing through the gravel. 
Leo has been waiting on the trailer steps for the last two, 
and | wait, heart racing, for gunfire to erupt as a car door 
Slams. 

My stomach swoops when | hear footsteps leading up to 
the door instead. 

The door opens, and Cash’s frantic eyes immediately lock 
with mine, taking my breath away. I’m relieved to see him, 
but terrified. I’m happy he’s here, but also wish he was safe 
miles and miles away. | thought Leo brought me here to kill 
me, and | don’t know what it means that he’s now called 


Cash here. Because | can tell you one thing, it will be 
infinitely harder to kill me in his presence. 

His eyes scan me head to toe, and he gives me a look to 
ask if I’m okay. | nod back, and he quickly turns his attention 
back to Leo. Cash doesn’t have his crutches—in an attempt 
to not show weakness I'm sure—and he leans relaxed 
against a file cabinet, but | can tell he’s trying to displace 
weight. 

| notice Leo setting two pistols on the desk and removing 
the magazines. He must have patted down Cash. That’s 
Okay, if Cash can’t shoot, he’s less likely to be shot at. | try 
to convince myself there’s a good way this ends. 

“Start talking, Saxon,” Cash drawls. 

“| think we have a unique opportunity to work together—” 

“Why the fuck would | ever—” Cash shuts up when a cold, 
metal gun barrel is pressed to my temple. His jaw flexes and 
his eyes flare. 

“The way | see it,” Leo continues casually like he isn’t 
holding me at gunpoint, “she is our problem. Eliminate her, 
eliminate the threat to both of us. If not, I’m going to be 
forced to arrest you as the June Harbor Slayer. | can’t have 
her running her mouth about me, now can |?” 

My heart sinks, thinking of what will happen if Cash is 
forced into that situation. / will die before | break that 
promise, his words echo hollowly in my head. 

“But with her out of the picture, we can continue on with 
our lives. When | kill again, | won’t use you, and | will also 


ensure nothing from the previous murders traces back to 
you. Ever. I'll make sure the police turn a blind eye to 
whatever you need, and in return, you'll keep your 
knowledge about me to yourself.” 

“And if | don’t?” 

“Well, who do you think a jury would believe? The 
celebrated cop who caught the serial killer terrorizing this 
fair city, or a known gangster with a tattoo matching the 
killer?” Cash bites his lip, considering the double bind. | 
consider it too, and Leo is right, this doesn’t end well for 
Cash. 

Cash stands up straight and clasps his hands in front of 
him. “What are you proposing?” 

“Mutually assured destruction.” He points to a CCTV 
camera in the corner of the room. “We both get a copy. You 
get my confession, and | get video evidence of you killing 
Harlow Hargrave.” My heart plummets to my stomach. 

“No. Never,” Cash growls, his fists clenching. 

“It’s a good offer, Fox. You can’t possibly be that attached 
to the bitch.” Cash eyes him viciously. “It’s either her or you 
following in your father’s footsteps.” 

| run the scenario through my mind and am overcome 
with an unexpected calmness. This actually doesn’t sound 
SO crazy. | disappear, and Cash gets to continue to live his 
life free. And how many times have | prayed that the slayer 
would finish the job? How many times have | welcomed 
death, instead of continuing this painful existence...that was 


before Cash, of course. But still, he has so much more to live 
for. | only have him. 

| may sound crazy, but | feel incredibly sane when | say, 
“Do it.” 

“What?” Cash whips around to me, eyes both angry and 
heartbroken. 

“This scene has already been processed, the department’s 
cleaners are coming later today. All evidence will be expertly 
removed,” Leo adds. He gathers Cash’s guns off the desk 
and heads to the door. “I'll give you two a moment.” He 
steps outside. 

Cash lumbers to me, his wounded leg dragging. He 
clutches my face and kisses me hard and sweet, then 
presses his forehead against mine. “A chuisl/e, |’m not killing 
you. Are you crazy?” 

“It’s okay, baby,” | say softly. “I don’t have anyone. You 
have a whole family, a whole community, relying on you.” 

“You have me, a chuisle,” he rasps. 

“People need you. Your brothers need you.” 

“I need you.” His voice cracks, and it splinters something 
in me too. 

| reach for his face with my free hand and stroke his 
cheek, “Just make me go to sleep first, baby. You’ve done it 
before, you can do it again.” 

“No. No, | can’t.” He shakes his head, and a tear wets my 
thumb on his cheek. 


“Shh, yes you can. It’s okay, I’m ready.” In a way, | always 
knew this is how this would end. This was a death sentence 
from the beginning, and | still jumped in headfirst. | kiss him, 
drinking in the smell and feel of him, committing it all to 
memory in case | can bring the memories with me to the 
afterlife. 

His mouth pleads with mine as he yearns for a better 
solution. But there isn’t one. This is the best we'll get. 
“You're willing to die for me, a chuisle?” 

“| love you, Cash Fox.” | breathe, and he pulls me tighter. 

“| love you, a chuisle mo chro.” He swallows, and my 
heart slows down as he moves behind me. He's repeating 
his words over and over in my ear as he wraps his arm 
around my neck. He tightens his grip and presses his 
forehead against the back of my head with a sigh. He 
sniffles once and then squeezes. 

It’s mere seconds until darkness overwhelms me. 

See you soon, Beth. 
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Promises Broken and Promises Made 


Leo 


PAs weeks /ater 
| take a sip of coffee and spread the Harbor Chronicle 
out on my desk. The front-page headline is all | care about: 

June Harbor Slayer pleads guilty, reign of terror over 

There’s a photo of Fox in a suit standing next to his lawyer 
in the courtroom. He looks like shit and serves him right for 
turning himself in rather than killing the dumb _ bitch 
standing behind him. ! 

| can’t say | wasn’t a little disappointed. Despite our 
history, | think we could have made good partners. Oh well, 
on to the next. 

Speaking of, I’ve been getting restless. It’s been months 
since | killed the stripper, and the itch to spill blood is 
resurfacing. | have some ideas now that Fox is no longer a 
viable cover, but that’s okay, I’ve always prepared for this 
possibility. 


See, that’s the difference between me and him. I’m 
prepared for anything, and | don’t let anything—or anyone— 
get in my way. Instead, he fell over himself for some pussy 
and landed himself life without parole. 

| swirl the room-temperature coffee in my mug 
ambivalently. Our cat-and-mouse game was fun though. 
Now, | have to deal with Harlow, who has become 
increasingly unhinged since he went away. It’s pathetic 
really. 

Every week she’s come into the station, shouting and 
hollering like she did after the stripper. She cries about 
frame jobs and insists I’m the real killer. It’s quite amusing 
actually. Everyone thinks she’s gone insane, and maybe she 
has, but she’s right about that part. The perfect crime, | 
think proudly. 

| finish reading the article and toss the paper in the trash. 
It was fun while it lasted. 

A knock comes at my office door and Quincy pokes his 
head in. “She’s back.” 

“Okay, I’m coming,” | sigh, finishing my coffee and 
heading out. 

“You gotta be all kinds of wacky to fall in love with the 
serial killer who murdered your best friend.” Quincy 
chuckles. 

“Wacky, yeah. That’s what she is.” | fake a laugh back. 

“We threw her in interrogation, figured you could have a 
scare her straight conversation and finally put an end to this 


nonsense.” He fills me in as we walk. 

God, | should have killed her when | had the chance. 

We stop outside of the interrogation room. Poetically, it’s 
the same one | first met her in...right after | stabbed her 
friend to death. Ah, good times. 

“I might go dark, you’ll cover me?” | ask. 

He nods, and | step into the room while he 


, 


“’Course.’ 
waits outside. 

“Hello, Harlow.” She looks like shit. Like she hasn’t slept in 
days and lost her hairbrush. She has a manic look in her 
eyes when | greet her. 

“You know what you did,” she drawls, her voice hoarse— 
probably from all the yelling she’s been doing in our lobby. 

| turn off the camera in the corner and make sure the 
recorder on the table is off as well. 

“You gotta stop this, it’s just embarrassing at this point.” | 
sit down across from her and recline, legs crossed. 

“Just admit what you did.” Her voice wobbles, and | swear 
to god if she starts crying, | really might kill her. 

“You think these outbursts are gonna get you what you 
want? You really think that if you scream and yell enough, 
I'll throw my life away and go to prison for a crime that 
someone else has already taken the fall for?” | snort. 

“He only did it because you were gonna kill me if he 
didn’t.” 

“Starting to wish | had.” | roll my eyes. 


She hangs her head before slowly raising her hauntingly 
blue eyes to mine. “Did she say anything? Beth, when you 
killed her, did she have any last words?” 

“They all say the same thing: no, please, don’t. Such 
whiny things you women are. So usually | go for the throat 
first so | don’t have to listen to them.” Her jaw drops at my 
candid response. So | point to the camera in the corner. 
“Turned that off, remember?” 

“Why not tase her like you tased me?” Her lip trembles, 
and | can tell these memories are painful for her to recall. 

“There’s no fun in killing an unconscious victim,” | scoff. 
“There’s this look in their eye the moment they realize they 
are going to die that is just...remarkable. There’s nothing 
else like it, and everyone’s look is different too.” My chest 
swells, realizing how nice it is to share these things with 
someone. 

My kills are always such private affairs and make for 
terrible dinner conversation for obvious reasons. | soend my 
days focusing on how not to get caught, that there’s a 
certain rush to admitting these things, even if it is to a crazy 
woman. 

Harlow gets this wild look in her eyes as she zones out on 
my hands clasped in my lap. “After we figured out it was you 
—that you were the June Harbor Slayer—| thought back to 
see if there was anything | missed. And do you know what | 
remembered?” 

“Enlighten me.” 


“You punched this table.” She slaps the metal, the sound 
cold and ringing. “And | thought | noticed bruises on your 
knuckles. But they weren’t bruises, were they? It was ink 
from the fake tattoo, wasn’t it?” 

“That tattoo was always a bitch to wash off.” 

She nods as if she can relate and sits back in her chair. 
“You think that’s enough?” 

“Enough what? Enough kills?” The idea is laughable, even 
now the itch burns in my bloodstream. 

“Enough of a confession.” She sits up straighter, the 
dazed, wild look in her eyes fading and a sharpness taking 
its place. She reaches under the table and pulls out a 
recording device. My lungs stop working as | realize 
everything | just said is, in fact, a confession. 

“Yep, that'll do,” Quincy says as he enters the room, 
picking up the device with a smug smile on his face. | jump 
out of my seat. 

“Delete that. Delete that right now. As your superior, | am 
ordering you to destroy that entire recording,” | sputter, my 
worst nightmare coming to life. 

“Sorry, man. | don’t take orders from you.” He shrugs and 
pockets the one thing that will destroy me. 

“He takes them from his queen.” Harlow stands gracefully. 
“And this queen is coming for your fucking head.” 
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Epilogue 


Cash 


feel like a rogue groom, sneaking moments with his bride 
before they walk down the aisle. But when I’ve spent the 
last month not being able to touch my woman, it’s hard to 
keep my hands off her for even a second. | only got home 
yesterday, so sue me. 

“Cash, everyone is waiting for us,” she says on a laugh as 
| hike her dress up. It’s that gorgeous black one she wore on 
our first—and only real—date. | mean, what did she expect 
wearing that? | slide two fingers down the waistband of her 
panties, and she arches back into me, palming the prep 
counter in the Den’s kitchen. 

| rub my fingers through her slit, and she moans. “Not to 
mention we are probably breaking a dozen health code 
violations.” 

“It’s okay, | know the owner.” | laugh and plunge my 
fingers into her tight, wet pussy. “Fuck, | missed this sweet 
cunt. Always fucking soaked for me.” 


| slowly pump them in and out, curling against her inner 
wall. “Oh, god.” She’s so sensitive, I’ve already made her 
come three times today. But we all know I’m a selfish 
bastard, and | want more. 

“Fuck me, daddy,” she mewls, and | race to undo my belt, 
wanting to slam into her to the hilt. 

“Ready to take me again, baby? Ready to take every inch 
like the dirty little slut you are?” My cock is already rock 
hard, aching to be back inside her. 

“Mhmm,” she moans as she rubs her clit. “Fuck, Cash. 
Fuck me hard, please. | need it. | need you.” 

| growl and thrust into her eager pussy. “Of course you do, 
such a desperate little whore.” Her knuckles blanche on the 
counter as | slide halfway out and then pound back into her. 

She falls forward, bending over and shoving her ass back 
into my hips. It reminds me of the way | said I’d have taken 
her the first night we met in this very kitchen. | wrap her 
hair around my fist and yank her head back. My lips graze 
her hot cheek. “Fight me.” 

“What?” 

“Fight me, baby. Fight me like you would have if this was 
the first night we met.” Her brows pinch, but then | can see 
the moment she understands me because she gets this 
fiery, devilish glint in her eye. 

Suddenly she’s pushing back against me, wriggling as | 
cage her in and fuck her harder. “Is that the best you can 
do, a chuisle? You’re just fucking yourself harder on my 


cock,” | tease, and she groans, swatting her hands back 
behind her, grabbing for me. 

| gather her swinging wrists up in my hand and pull them 
tight behind her back, then shove her head back down onto 
the counter. She’s immobilized beneath me, getting fucking 
railed. “You look gorgeous from every angle, but this just 
may be my favorite.” 

She huffs indignantly and tries to fight my hold. The flush 
on her cheeks from arousal and exertion is so fucking erotic 
it makes the tension in my groin double, so | punch into her 
with sharp, short thrusts. 

“Oh god, oh fuck,” she cries, and | release her wrists to 
cover her mouth. Everyone may know what we’re doing in 
here, but they don’t get to hear it. Those pretty sounds are 
for my ears only. 

She bites down on my finger and | groan in pain, but keep 
my hand tight over her mouth, muffling her screams of 
pleasure. My orgasm builds, my balls drawing tight. “You’re 
doing so fucking good, baby. Taking daddy so fucking well. 
Be a good girl and come on daddy’s cock. Come with me, a 
chuisle.” 

She slides a hand between her thick thighs and pleasures 
herself. Her moans are warm puffs of air against my hand, 
and | love it, love having this effect on her. Breaking her 
down to a hot, moaning mess. 

| throw her dress higher over her ass and slap her bare 
Skin hard. She jolts forward but immediately pushes back 


again. | spank her, alternating cheeks, getting harder and 
harder until her pussy starts clenching and throbbing around 
me. 

“That’s it, give it to me. Give it to me, you fucking slut, 
give it to—ah!” Her orgasm crests and milks my cock, 
drawing my own release from me with vicious force. “Fuck, 
fuck—” Her cunt continues to squeeze my dick, and | fill her 
up with a roar. 

| drop my hand from her mouth as | catch myself with 
both hands on the counter. “Fuck, baby.” | pant. She’s 
equally out of breath, a sweet trickle of sweat beading down 
her neck. 

We slowly stand together, and she shimmies her panties 
back up and gives me a knowing smirk. “Gotta keep every 
ounce.” | growl possessively as | straighten myself, knowing 
she’s about to sit through dinner with our friends and family 
leaking my cum. And damn if that doesn’t ignite something 
primal in me. 

“Just one more thing.” | grab her hand and pull a small 
jewelry box from my pocket. | set it in her palm, and she 
looks up at me with a love I’m learning to believe | deserve. 
She opens the box and holds up the dainty gold chain. It’s 
just like Beth’s necklace, but instead of beauty, it says a 
chuisle. 

Her eyes brim with water and | squeeze her face between 
my hands. “You’re the blood that pumps in my veins, the 
pulse of my heart, and | am forever yours.” 


Harlow 


It’s the night before the official re-reopening of the Den, 
and Stella helped me organize a welcome-home dinner for 
Cash. We pushed a few tables together in the middle of the 
restaurant and served all the food family style. It’s the 
closest thing to a family dinner | think I’ve ever had. There 
are his brothers and Stella of course, but also Roman, Alfie, 
and Quincy. 

Once the port has been poured and the dinner plates 
cleared, Roan clears his throat and clinks his glass. The 
conversation dies down, and the table’s attention turns to 
him as he stands. He holds his glass out like a toast, and for 
some reason | get a chill of nerves. Well, | know the reason. 
Things have been a bit rocky with the Fox brothers since | 
horrifically ruined the first reopening, but | think things are 
on the mend. Cash must sense my unease and he places a 
palm on my thigh, giving it a light squeeze. 

His eyes are straight ahead on his brother, but | take in his 
profile. The soft slope of his nose and the tight fade of his 
hair. The faint freckles that almost seem to contradict the 
dark swirls of ink coming up his chest and neck. He’s 


beautiful. And he’s all mine. | thumb the new necklace 
hanging on my collarbone with a wave of appreciation. 

“Il want to welcome home my brother,” Roan begins. 
“Cash, it was nice while it lasted, but we always knew we'd 
never be able to get rid of you.” The table laughs, and Cash 
gives him a nod while taking a sip. 

“But really, Il’d like to toast to Harlow.” My _ spine 
straightens, and my heart rate spikes. “I don’t know exactly 
how you did it, but thank you for bringing our brother home. 
| would thank you for taking a killer off the streets as well, 
but in putting away one, you released another.” 

| look at Cash and he merely raises his eyebrows as if to 
say, Well it’s true. 

“You got us all real good thinking you really were crazy 
there for a while—” 

“I'd say she’s gotta be crazy to love him,” Lochlan pipes 
up on the other side of Cash and nudges him. Again the 
table erupts in laughter, and a warmth spills over me. /s this 
what family feels like? 

“Anyway, here’s to Harlow,” Roan finishes up and lifts his 
glass in the air. Everyone copies him and cheers, and | 
couldn't stop myself from blushing if | tried. Especially when 
Cash grabs my face and kisses me deeply, to which there’s 
only more applause. | knew the Irish liked to drink, but the 
Fox brothers alone sound like twenty people. 

“Hey, speaking of, how did you pull this off?” Stella asks, 
leaning forward across the table like she’s eager to hear a 


big secret. 

“Well, it wasn’t too far-fetched because after Beth died 
and the investigation stalled—now we know why—l may or 
may not have shown up to the station with air horns once or 
twice...” 

“You did not,” Stella gasps. 

“So, | Knew | could convince Saxon and everyone else that 
| was going off the deep end again. | just needed a way to 
get him to talk. Which is where | have to thank Roman and 
Quincy.” | give them both a smile, and they raise their 
glasses in return. “I knew the Fox family had cops on the 
payroll, so | had Roman connect me with one. Quincy set up 
the room for me, brought me into interrogation, and then | 
let that cocky bastard dig his own grave.” 

“Long live the queen!” Cash hollers and stands. | watch in 
awed admiration as everyone at the table stands and 
repeats /ong live the queen. Emotion lodges in the back of 
my throat, and my heart swells knowing that | may have lost 
a friend, but | found a family. 


The end. 
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[L) ear reader, 

Wow, what a ride! Thanks for sticking it out with me 
:). If you enjoyed it, it would mean the world to me if you 
could take a minute to review this book on Amazon. Even a 
one-sentence review helps! Reviews are truly the best way 
to support indie authors, and | appreciate every single one. | 
know other readers do too. 

Cash and Harlow have really been through it, so | thought 
I'd send them on a nice little vacation to Tahiti—you know 
those gorgeous resorts with villas above the crystal-blue 
water? To read this extended spicy epilogue, visit 
SummerOtoole.com/Tahiti. 

There may or may not also be a hint to the next book in 
the Fox Family Crime Syndicate in this extended epilogue, 
SO you won’t want to miss it! Any guesses who the next 
brother to fall head over heels will be? 


Feel free to reach out to share with me your theories or 
anything else you liked (or didn’t) about this book on 
Instagram @SummerOtoole and TikTok @SummerOtoole. Or 
we can go old-school and shoot me an email at 
hello@summerotoole.com. 

Wanna talk book boyfriends with often questionable 
morals? Join me and Best Friend Kelsey weekly on The HEA 
Book Club, available wherever you listen to podcasts. Or join 
Little Teaser’s (Hot n Ready): A Facebook Community for 
Smut Lovers at Facebook.com/groups/LittleTeasers 
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